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Editor's Introduction
Daniel C. Peterson

The spring of 1993 saw publication of a volume from
Signature Books of Salt Lake City, advanci ng. yet again, the
proposition that "the Book of Mormon isn' t historical."l The ten
essays in the book "challenge ... perhaps the most cheri shed
and unique Mormon belief-that [Joseph1 Smith's 1830 translation of the Book of Mormon was based on writings he found on
gold pi ales left behind by Hebrew s who migrated (0 the
Americas in 600 B.C. and were visited by a resurrected Jesus
ChriSt."2 Furthermore, as the California-based anti-Mormon
polemicist Bill McKeever points out, "The book is peppered
with criticisms against some of those researchers associated with
F.A.R.M.S. (Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies)."3
Such criticisms, of course, have hardl y been restricted to the
book. (Ron Priddis, Signature's publicist and a member of
Signature's board of directors, call s F.A.R.M.S. the company's
"arch-nemcsis.")4 Thus, for instance, when interviewed in an
article in The Daily Utah Chrollic/e,
Greg Jones, the sh ipper for Signature Books, contrasted Signature's philosophy with that of other, more
conservati ve, organi zat ions, suc h as FARMS: "They
(F.A .R.M.S.] crank out thi s apologetic material that
doesn't hold up to scholarly standards, but it has this
sort of pse udo- scholarly appeal to it. It plays on the
heartstrings of their readership more tban anything," he
As descri bed by Signature publicist Ron Priddis in Robert Rigney,
"Signature Books Cllrries On Despite Rebuff from Mormon Leaders,
Excommunications," The Daily Utah Chronicle, 22 November 1993.
2 Vern Anderson, "Book of Mormon Studied," Tulare ICAI AdvallceRegister ( 19 Ju ne 1993); compare Vern Anderson, "Scholars Doubt Book of
Mormon's Antiquity." Salt Lnke Tribune, 5 June 1993.
3 Bill McKeever, "Questioning Joseph Smith's Role as TrilnslalOr,"
Mormonism Researched (Fall 1993): 4.
4 Cited by Rigney, "S ignature Books Carries On."
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sa id. Signature Books, on the other hand. likes to think
of itself as encouraging genuine scholarship.S
But Me. Jones's claim seems a foolhardy one. It positively
invites irreverent questions and unflattering comment (from both
of which I shall refrain) . As Hugh Nibley once observed,
"Being self-taught is no di sgrace; but being self-certified is
another mauer."6 However, I suspect it is not so much our
scholarly method that has drawn the contempt of Signature's
shipper down upon us, but the end to which we have devoted
our efforts. In the preface lO his 1897 book The Will to Believe,
and Other Essays itl Popular Philosophy, Wi lli am James commented that "the first four essays are large ly concerned with
defending the legitimacy of reli gious faith. To some rationalizing
readers suc h advocacy will seem a sad misuse of one's professional position."7 Quite so. PillS fa change, pillS c'estla me,ne
chose. There is, alas, little or nothing that we can do about such
attitudes. The Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies does have an agenda, and we are perfectly willing to
admit that fact to anyone who asks. Moreover, since we are
open about our intentions and our loyalties, readers of our work
are welcome to bear those conunitments in rnind as they evaluate
it. We do, however, strive constantly to improve our logic and
5 Rigney, "Signature Books Carries On"; punctuation slightly altered
for improved understanding. A good recent el(ample of supposed
F.A.R.M.S. "pseudo-scholarship" is Stephen O. Ricks and John W. Welch.
cds., The Allegory of the Olive Tree: The Olive. the Bible, and Jacob 5
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S" 1994). Readers can judge
for themselves whether this is a scholarly volume, or merely, as Mr. Jones
would have them el(pect, more than six hundred pages of maudlin emotionalis"6'
Cited by Gary P. Gillum, ed., Of All Things! Classic Qllotalions
from Hugh Nibley, 2d ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FA.R.M.S.,
1993),227.
1 William James, Pragmalism and Other Essays (New York:
Washington Square Press. 1963), 189. Compare Fawn Brodie's late comment on Hugh Nibley: "This man surely had a touch of genius, and a great
linguistic talent. What a pity that he was emotional1y trapped by his allegiance to Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon," (Letter of Fawn M.
Brodie to Everett Cooley, 23 August 1978. cited by Louis Midgley, "Hugh
Winder Nibley: Bibliography and Register," in John M. Lundquist and
Stephen D, Ricks. cds., By SlIIdy and Also by Faith: Essays in HOllor of
Hugh W, Nibley, 2 vo!s. [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S"
19901, I :lix.)
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our evidence, to make our arguments conform to the highest
standards we can reach. And we intend to hold our critics to the
same standards.
Thus, we turn now to Brent Lee Metcalfe' s long-promised
anthology of New Approaches to the Book of Mormon:
Exploralions in Critical Methodology.S While I was unable to
include any shipping clerks, there are nonetheless some fine and
scholarly contributors to this volume of the Review, and it is a
pleasure to thank them for their otherwise unremunerated
efforts. I have done nothing to harmonize the reviewers' opinions, and a few relatively minor disagreements will be evident to
close readers. I have simply tried to facilitate their having their
say. And they have, I think, said it well.
Permit me to say a few words about the organization of this
volume of the Review. Professor Davis Bitton offers a general
reaction to New Approaches in his opening essay. He is fol lowed by John A. Tvedtnes. who surveys the whole volume in a
more detailed way. Three essays come next (by John Gee,
Professor Royal Skousen, and Professor John W. Welch), each
of which deals with two or more of the articles in New
Approaches. There follows a group of seven essays (by
Professor Richard Lloyd Anderson , Professor Louis Midgley,
Professor Robert L. Millet, Matthew Roper, Dr. James E.
Smith, Professor John L. Sorenson, and Martin Tanner) that
treat individual New Approaches anicles. I have also included a
lengthy review by Professor William J. Hamblin of a recent
Dialogue article by Brent Metcalfe that sheds much light on Mr.
Metcalfe's method. Finally, I have appended a few remarks of
my own on the context from which New Approaches emerged,
and on the relevance of that context to an evaluation of the book.
I also think it appropriate, here, to give readers a general
survey of some of the main issues discussed in the present
Review:
• In his New Approaches essay "The Word of God Is
Enough: The Book of Mormon as Nineteenth-Century
Scripture," Anthony A. Hutchinson, an employee of the U,S.
State Department currently based in west Africa, asserted that it
makes little or no difference whether the Book of Mormon is
8 Brent Lee Melcalfe, New Approaches to the Book. of Mormon:
Exploratiolls ill Critical Meth odology (Sal! Lake City : Signature Books,
1993), xi v + 446 pp .. no index, $26.95.
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considered to be ancient or not. Indeed, he said, it is probably
more beneficial, spiritually, to regard it as frontier fiction.
Educated and sophisticated Latter~day Saints who continue to
believe that the Book of Mormon is what it claims to be are, says
Mr. Hutchinson, "idolators." Writing in the present Review,
Professor Louis Midgley finds Mr. Hutchinson's position mere
sentimental incoherence.
• Dan Vogel's "Anti-Universalist Rhetoric in the Book of
Mormon" advanced the idea that certain passages and certain
figures in the Book of Mormon are best understood when
viewed in the context of nineteenth~century America. Martin
Tanner responds by pointing out that Universalism is an ancient
phenomenon and shows that Me. Vogel's claim that his argument is irrelevant to the question of the Book of Mormon's historical authenticity is specious.
• Mark D. Thomas, a banker in Washington State, contended in his New Approaches article, "A Rhetorical Approach
to the Book of Mormon: Rediscovering Nephite Sacramental
Language," that the sacrament prayers of the Book of Mormon
reflect phrases and language that came into being only after the
Protestant Reformation. Yet his article professed neutrality on
the issue of whether or not the Book of Mormon reflects genuine
ancient history. Contributors to this Review, however, find Me.
Thomas's case uncompelling. John Gee, for instance, concludes
that Mr. Thomas has failed to master the text of the Book of
Mormon. And Professor Richard Lloyd Anderson, to whose
writings Me. Thomas is responding, replies that Mr. Thomas
has misread the evidence, misunderstood contrary arguments.
and in fact fudged the issue of whether or not there really were
Nephites.
• Following a rather well~worn "New Approach," Melodie
Moench Charles argued that "Book of Mormon Christology" is
inconsistent with the concept of the Father and the Son taught by
Joseph Smith and The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter~day
Saints since the Nauvoo period, and that certain Book of
Mormon verses actually express a kind of modalistic trinitarian~
ism. Responding in the present Review, Professor Robert Millet
dismisses Ms. Charles's claim to "let the text speak for itself' as
meaningless, and describes Book of Mormon christology as
exceptionally rich and deep.
• Stan Larson, an archivist in the Marriott Library of the
University of Utah, and David P. Wright, who teaches in the
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Department of Judaic and Near Eastern Studies at Brandeis
University, offered readers of New Approaches two variations
on the venerable claim that Joseph Smith plagiarized from the
King James Bible in composing the Book of Mormon. Dr.
Larson's "The Historicity of the Matthean Sermon on the Mount
in 3 Nephi" argued that the text of 3 Nephi 12·14 follows that of
Matthew 5·7 in the King James Version too closely for us to
consider it an account of an actual sermon delivered in ancient
America. 1n fact, he alleged, the Book of Mormon is simply,
demonstrably, wrong at several points.
But Professor John W. Welch doubts anyone's ability to
know, in minute detail, on the basis of textual criticism, what
Jesus really said. He demonstrates that the differences in the
Greek manuscripts upon which Dr. Larson builds his case do
not affect the meallillg of those texts in any substantive way, and
therefore contends that Dr. Larson cannot possibly determine
whether the English translation of Christ's sermon to the
Nephites (which was, after all, given in yet another language) is
right or wrong. Professor Welch shows how Dr. Larson con·
structs criteria that conveniently allow him to exclude contrary
evidence. Also responding to Stan Larson, Dr. Royal Skousen
points out that Larson and other New Approaches authors have
made numerous claims about the Book of Mormon that cannot
be substantiated from the critical text and raises doubts about Dr.
Larson's views of the relationship between the English Book of
Mormon and the King James Bible.
David P. Wright advanced a similar contention in his New
Approaches essay. claiming that the discussion of Melchizedek
in Alma 12·13 is based on that in Hebrews (which, of course,
was written long after Lehi's departure from Jerusalem), and
therefore cannot plausibly be considered ancient. He identified
several elements shared between the two texts and claimed that
the density of the similarities, and their identical ordering,
demonstrate conclusively Joseph Smith's dependence upon the
book of Hebrews. However, Professor Welch finds the parallels
between Alma 12·13 and Genesis 14 much more impressive
than those Professor Wright advances .
• John C. Kunich, a judge advocate in the United States Air
Force. examined scattered clues and decided, in his New
Approaches paper "Multiply Exceedingly: Book of Mormon
Population Sizes," that the numbers of people given or implied
in the Book of Mormon are implausibly large. However. Dr.
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James Smith, a professional demographer affiliated with Great
Britain's Cambridge Group for the History of Population and
Social Structure, is unimpressed by Mr. Kunich's analysis, and,
in an original contribution that goes substantially beyond mere
review of another's work, offers his own view of Book of
Mormon population growth.
• Deanne G. Matheny, who has been a part·time member of
the faculty at Brigham Young University, devoted her New
Approaches piece "Does the Shoe Fit? A Critique of the Limited
Tehuantepec Geography" to a detailed argument against the view
of Book of Mormon geography most prominently associated
with John L. Sorenson. In this issue of the Review, Dr.
Sorenson responds, also in detail, and gives us, in effect, an
extended and up·to·date reflection on his important book, An
Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon. He con·
c1udes that Dr. Matheny's article is "weak in scholarship and
faulty in logic," and emerges from reading it feeling that his own
view has, effectively, been confirmed by her failure to find any
serious flaws.
• Edward H. Ashment, a California insurance salesman who
once studied Egyptology at the University of Chicago.
announced in his contribution to New Approaches, " 'A Record
in the Language of My Father': Evidence of Ancient Egyptian
and Hebrew in the Book of Mormon." that there is no such evi·
dence. Dr. Royal Skousen, on the other hand. criticizes Mr.
Ashment's presentation of the evidence, and finds clear signs of
Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon. John Gee, who is actively
pursuing a doctorate in Egyptology at Yale, thinks that Mr.
Ashment has manipulated his data in misleading ways and
laments Mr. Ashment's faulty (and occasionally amusing)
methodology.
• The editor of New Approaches, Brent Lee Metcalfe, a
graduate of Salt Lake City's Skyline High School, is currently a
technical writer for a Utah computer company. In his article
"The Priority of Mosiah: A Prelude to Book of Mormon
Exegesis," Mr. Metcalfe took a theory of the Book of Mormon's
translation sequence advanced by others and argued that it actu·
ally reveals, not the order in which Joseph Smith translated the
Book of Mormon, but the order in which he composed it as
religious fiction. Mr. Metcalfe argued that there are transparent
anomalies in the Book of Mormon text that support his idea that
Joseph Smith was the author. Writing in the present Review,
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however, Matthew Roper examines these supposed discrepancies and demonstrates that they are frequently derived from an
unwarranted reading of the Book of Mormon, or can be shown
to be entirely consistent with the Book of Mormon's own
claims. Professor Royal Skousen questions Mr. Metcalfe's
understand ing of the original and printer's manuscripts and finds
his lexical variants interesting but insufficient. John Gee says
that Mr. Mp.tcalfe has failed even to master the relevant contents
of the Book of Mormon .
• Mr. Metca lfe also appears in the present Review as the
author of an article in Dialogue that attempted to distinguish
"critical scholars" (people pretty much like himself) from
"apologists" (people like those affiliated with the Foundation for
Ancient Research and Mormon Studies). Professor William J.
Hamblin demonstrates that Mr. Metcalfe has created a false
dichotomy and sets out a more accurate model of differing perspectives on Book of Mormon studies. In the course of a point
by point analysis of Mr. Metcalfe's critique, Dr. Hamblin shows
that Mr. Metcalfe common ly misunderstands and misrepresents
the arguments of those with whom he disagrees.
The opinions expressed herein are not necessarily those of
the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, nor
of the editor of this Review, nor of The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints. Furthermore, it must be noted that this is a
first response to New Approaches; I have little doubt that people
associated with F.A.R.M.S. will have more to say about the
book with the passage of time.
Common abbreviations that are used in the reviews include
TP JS for Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (compiled by
Joseph Fie lding Smith), HC for History of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Laller-day Saints. 8 vols. (edited by B. H. Roberts).
and JD for Journal of Discourses.
[ also wish, as always, to thank all the others who have
helped in the production of this volume. Brian Dickman, Robert
Durocher, Bren t Goulding, Steven L. Mayfield, and especially
the remarkable Matthew Roper provided useful materials. Brent
Hall helped out in various important ways. Dr. Will iam J.
Hamblin. Dr. Noel B. Reynolds, Dr. Stephen D. Ricks. and Dr.
Melvin J. Thorne read a number of the essays and offered helpfu l suggestions (which, on occasion, I actually even accepted).
Dr. Shirley S. Ricks did her customary fine job in prepari ng the
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whole thing for printing. With this issue, we move to a semiannual publication schedule, which means that J will rely even
more than before upon the dedication and talents of those who
have made this Review possible.

Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of
Monnon: Explorotiom in Critical Methodology.
Reviewed by Davis Bitton
Brent Lee Metcalfe, a technical edito r for a computer company, has compiled a book that is likely to create a stir. Although
he wrote one of the articles, it is the assembling of all of them
that has created the book New Approaches to the Book of
Morm on . As always , when compiling such a work, everything
depends on the principle of selection , a question to which I shall
return .
But first let me say that these authors have a perfect right to
say what they wish to on this subject. Some of their comments
may be tasteless, ot hers without merit. It is at least discussable
to what exlent they individually or collectively are "steadying the
ark," presuming 10 instruct those above them in the Church, a
practice that Joseph Smith in 1833 pronounced "contrary to the
economy of God."l For nonmembers, apostates, or those who
attribute no meaning o r value to their membership, such a question would be of no moment. And one can always wonder about
the proper forum and timing for raising these kinds of intellectual questions. It seems doubtful that Sister Charles's Sunday
School cl ass is the proper place. But if they are indeed providing
a viable alternative explanation of the Book of Mormon or calling attention to problems within it, are they not entitled to do so?
It is a free country.
I am not entirely comfortable with labeling thi s an antiMormon work, for I don't see hatred of the Church and a
determination to destroy as the prime motive behind it. On the
other hand , whatever the intention of individual authors, the
label is not ent irely misapplied either. In any case, one thing is
sure: the compilation will he exploited by the Mormon-haters .
The ten articles are attacks on the Book of Mormon from different directions. Or, as Metcalfe and so me of his band would
prefer to say, attacks on the traditiorzal view of that work of
scri pture. If responses are to be given to these challenges, they
will probably most effectively be done on an individual basis,
chapter by chapter. Those familiar with scholarly controversy

He 1:338.
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will not expect that the book or its critics represent "the last
word." There is no last word on such matters.
My brief essay is of more general import. Remembering that
there are readers for whom all of this is virgin territory. I wish to
call attention to the fact that the recognition of "problems" in the
Book of Mormon began early, with Alexander Campbell, who,
like Dan Vogel. was certain that it was simply a discussion
within a narrative framework of several religious questions
being argued about in the 18305. Campbell and the other nineteenth-century critics saw other problems: cement, elephants,
horses, the King James language. Quite understandably. believers in the Book of Mormon looked for answers to such ques·
tions. Neither the problems nor Ihe answers represent "new"
approaches. What is new, perhaps, is the level of sophistication
with which the individual issues are sometimes discussed.
How telling are the criticisms? How adequate are the
answers or explanations? In actuality neither is conclusive, so
irresistible as to carry the field. There are intelligent persons who
consider the Book of Mormon to be laughable, not so much
refuted as unthinkable. One individual, a member of the
Reorganized Church, did not even read this work of scripture
until he was an adult, when to his surprise he found passages
from the King James Bible in the text, including the Isaiah passages and the preaching of Jesus in Third Nephi. Embarrassed
by such patent fraud. he quickly rejected the Book of Mormon.
For him, like Stan Larson, no other explanation would do than
to say it was plagiarism.
Most people, certainly most intellectuals, fall into this camp.
If our authors choose to join them, they are not so much standing courageously against the world as they are joining the world.
But it is also a simple fact Ihat intelligent persons exist who find
the so-called problems less than disabling, who have their own
reading, their own explanations, and are able to accept the Book
of Mormon as what it claims to be, namely, a translation of an
ancient record about ancient peoples.
My own introduction to the Isaiah problem was in the works
of Sidney B. Sperry. Rather carefully, he spelled out the extensive quotations in the Book of Mormon from Isaiah and the so
called Second (or deutero-) Isaiah. Joining the conservative
minority who rejected the division of Isaiah, he gave his own
explanation, including the probability that Joseph Smith, when
he came to such biblical passages, simply used his King James
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version unless it differed from the engravings before him. In a
similar manner Sperry analyzed the use of Matthew (King James
version) in Third Nephi, leaving the door open to future discussion.
The recog nition of problems, in other words, is nothing
new, but within the Church the pattern has been to provide,
where possible, an answer consistent with the authenticity of the
scripture . Thi s should not be surprising. Readers coming to
these issues for the first time should be assured that , although
textual problems and the like are not considered appropriate for
missionary lessons or Sunday School, they have been addressed
in institute classes, in religion classes at BYU, and in books and
articles in Church magazines available to any interested member.
We should not allow the impress ion to stand that here, for the
first time, Metcalfe and his contributors are calling attention to
problems in the Book of Mormon.
Personally , I take exception to Stan Larson's use of the
word plagiari.wl to describe the sermon at the temple in Third
Nephi, which, as everyone knows, is virtually identical to the
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew. As so often, simple dictionary definitions need to be expanded upon if we are going to
understand historica l usage and overtones. Using another'S
work without acknowledgment and presenting it as your own is
the general meaning of plagiarism. In a sense it is theft; it is certainl y dishonest. Senator Joseph Biden was guilty of this misdeed when he was a student in law school and has lived to regret
it. Martin Luther King was guilty of plagiarism in preparing his
doctoral dissertation. A former student of mine who fancies
himself intellectually and morally superior to hi s mentors was
guilty of plagiarism when he lifted entire sentences and even
paragraphs from an article by Hugh Nibley.
But is that what is goin g on when the Book of Mormon
quotes biblical passages? Was Joseph Smith indeed trying to
claim that he, not Jesus, was the author of the Beatitudes? Was
he trying to pretend that the beautiful prose of the Authorized
Version was for the first time being produced by him? How
foolish, then, to draw his quotations from the single work most
familiar to the public in his lifetime ! What intelligent reader of
the Bible would fail to notice? If footnotes had been part of the
apparatus of the original 1830 publication, most certainly he
would have noted at the appropriate places: "Here I am using the
most widely accepted English translation, the King James ver-

4
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sian, changing it only when I notice that it varies from the engravings before me," Far from making an effort to conceal this
relationship. as notes were added they called attention to the biblical passages that are quoted in the Book of Mormon. Wishing
to lar the character of Joseph Smith, Larson cannot resist using a
word that, considering its extended range of suggestions and
implications, is not a fair description.
As for the use of Bible passages and phrases throughout the
Book of Mormon-beyond tbe obvious extensive quotations
that have long been recognized-we do, as Sperry and others
would say, have a problem. Since Joseph Smith did not choose
to explain his methods, we can only layout the possibilities.
They would seem to include the following. (I) He was a skimmer, racing through the Bible, or skimming some of its pages,
and then, having picked up some terms or expressions, using
them in the manuscript he was dictating. (2) He had a phenomenal memory. Having stored away many biblical passages and
terms, he used them when they served his purposes in the new
work. (3) God, knowing all things past, present, and future,
having all power, put into his prophet's mind the words to use
and felt free to employ language that had proved satisfactory.
My own inclination at the present stage is to favor the second
explanation above, but it may combine to some degree with
numbers I and 3. Although many would find this explanation
unconvincing. it is, if unprovable, certainly adequate. Even to
discuss the maUer, of course, we need specific cross-referencing. Leadership in all such analysis has come, not from the critics, but from the believers in the Book of Mormon at the
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies.
I cannot resist engaging in a bit of translation myself. The
one thing all ten articles have in common is a negative stance
towards the Book of Mormon. Not a single one of them is an
appreciation in the sense of praising. Studies by believers are
apparently disqualified. They can be chronologically just as
"new," intellectually just as sophisticated, as anything here, but
if they come down on the wrong side of the ledger by finding
merit or antiquity in the Book of Mormon, they are not included
in this collection. Yet Metcalfe and his associates do not wish to
come across as a group of bitter apostates, dedicated to
overthrowing that which they had previously believed. They do
not want to be perceived as attacking the Book of Mormon. So
the work is presented as part of a trend that "promises to refine
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perceptions of Mormon scripture as history and theology"
(p. ix). They will merely "expand appreciation of Mormon
scripture through critical analysis." What could be more benign?
Rejecting the Book of Mormon as an ancient record translated by the gift and power of God, Metcalfe describes his view
as "tolerance for nontraditional views of Mormon scripture and
pluralistic expressions of faith" (p. x). Such a stance, he says, is
"increasingly common." He doesn't tell us how common. Have
surveys been conducted? Are we talking about forty percent of
the membership? Ten? Five? One? Or one hundred persons?
And do these nontraditional pluralists include members of the
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints,
which, as we all know, has for many years been distancing itself
from the Prophet Joseph Smith?
Sensing the need for support. our editor lines up the following Latter-day Saints as on his side: Leonard J. Arrington,
Henry Eyring, Lowell L. Bennion, Raymond T. Matheny, and
R. Jan Stout. Question time. Do or did all these really endorse
the rejection of the historicity of the Book of Mormon? Pue they
being fairly quoted? Two I have talked to do not appreciate being
so used. In any case, Metcalfe's intention is stated up front: the
Book of Mormon is "something other than literal history" (p. x)
~not, in other words, what it claims to be. This is the main
point, the principle of selection informing the compilation of this
book.
One would think that the same care which dictated Metcalfe's
avoidancc of confrontational language in his preface-we are
simply "enhancing appreciation," folks~would have led to the
avoidance of insulting Mormon readers. It soon becomes obvious, however, that those who have read and believed the Book
of Mormon are regarded as simplclOns. For Anthony
Hutchinson, if a "person of simple faith and unreflective mentality" accepts the Book of Mormon as history, it is "because he or
she has been told it is" (p. IS). As he continues his discussion,
clearly what we should all aspire to is his own intellectualized
understanding, which would enable us to avoid the "anti-gospel
effects" of such simple belief as "evidence-despising stubborn
support of Book of Mormon antiquity."
After he has vented himself of various specific objections.
scornfully sweeping aside the work of believers who have
devoted a lifetime to the study of the Book of Mormon, Hutchinson warns his people against idolatry. Idolatry, the worship of
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anything other than God, is always a great danger to all of us.
But is our primary threat from a book whose stated intent is to
bring people to Christ? OUf author admits that the simple can
hear the voice of God "through the medium of such a belief'
(p. 15), but those who move beyond need to simplify their
faith, "by pulling out the fallen dead limbs and tumbled down
rocks," so that the Book of Morrnon "can once again become
with the Holy Bible a spring of water welling up into eternal
life" (p. 16). This sounds inspiring, but I wonder how well it
describes accepting the Book of Mormon as only fiction.
Trying to insist on the respectability of what he calls rhetorical and historical criticism, Dan Vogel quotes Burton L. Mack to
the effect that "it is not clear" whether such "will or should support traditional Christian views about the message of the New
Testament and its relevance for instruction, faith, and piety"
(p. 48). For some reason I do not find this comforting.
What to do about this onslaught, this multi-barreled discharge against a beloved book of scripture? Should we lie down
and die, hang our heads in shame, or issue a formal apology:
"We are sorry that we were so gullible as to be taken in and wish
to thank our rescuers"? None of these responses is very likely.
Those who already love the Book of Mormon, who credit it with
enlivening their spiritual lives and strengthening their faith in
Christ, will be unwilling to give up such a treasure. The potential damage is among investigators and those new to the faith,
which is why this book will very quickly enter the anti-Mormon
arsenal.
Metcalfe knows that readers will react differently to his
compilation. Some, he says, will regard his collection as "too
secular," while others will find it "too religious"-both of these
are "partisan." As for his own clique of collaborators, they simply want to encourage readers to think for themselves (p. xi).
How pure! In his own article Metcalfe again imagines
responses. There are "antagonists" who "typically condemn
Smith as a slavish plagiarist" and "apologists" who "exonerate
him as an inspired marionette" (p. 434). Translation: both of
these unattractive alternatives are Bad Things. For Metcalfe. the
question is not whether Smith "influenced the content of the
Book of Mormon, but how much" (p. 434). We are ready,
thanks to such reinterpretation, to see "a charismatic seer who
was more than a mere copier or puppet but an imaginative prophetic author." What a relief! "Charismatic seer." "Prophetic."
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But hold. Judging from the thrust of this whole book and the
explicit conclusions of severa l of its chapters, the emphasis
should be on "imaginative."
There are different kinds of idolatry. To his credit, Anthony
Hutchinson recognizes this: "Even the liberal. neo·orthodox , or
radical theologies I prefer over fundamentalism have their own
threats of idolatry. Secular thought is probably most fraught
with idolatry of self' (pp. 16-17). Amen.

Brent Lee Metcalre, ed., New Approaches to the Book of
Monnon: Explomtions in CriJical Methodology.
Reviewed by John A. Tvedtnes
Latter-day Saints have grown accustomed to seeing apostates

and non-Mormons criticize the Book of Mormon in print. But
recent years have seen the introduction of a new phenomenon:
Latter-day Saints taking exception to the long-held view that the
Book of Mormon is a translation of an authentic ancient record. r

doubt neither the sincerity nor the scholastic abilities of these
researchers, and I can only guess at their motivation in trying to

dissuade those who hold different views. Unlike past 000Lauer-day Saint criticisms, these unorthodox Latter-day Saint
views are directed at a more scholarly audience. Such is the
nature of the book edited by Mr. Metcalfe, whose contributorssome of them still members of the Lauer-day Saint Churchhave made their views known elsewhere.
Though erudite in nature and sometimes quite thorough, the
book is a bit deceptive in nature. The title alone, New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon , seems designed to lure the
believer into tasting the forbidden fruit, which has the appearance of truth but denies the fundamental need of Latter-day
Saints to strengthen their faith.
Nevertheless, I enjoyed reading the views of those who
would challenge my own beliefs.1 I was particularly pleased to
note that some of the authors have delved into the religious turmoil of the early nineteenth century to paint us a picture of
Joseph Smith's time. Few scholars would doubt that the language of the Book of Mormon must reflect, to some extent, the
time in which it was published. Because my own background is
the ancient Near East, it is somewhat of an adventure to be
exposed to the views expressed in the book. One of my biggest
regrets is that , whether by intent or by happenstance. the editor
and publisher failed to provide an index. In an era of electronic
typesetting, there is no valid excuse for omitting an index.

Four of the ten contributors cite my work.
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Anthony A. Hutchinson
"The Word of God Is Enough:
The Book of Mormon as NineteenthaCentury
Scripture"
Hutchinson believes that, while the Book of Mormon is not
an authentic "historical record of the ancient peoples of the
Americas," it is nonetheless "the word of God." He treats as
naive any attempt to maintain the historicity of the book)
Hutchinson's theory is one of several along a continuum that
runs from the orthodox view of the Book of Mormon as a real
translation of an authentic text through Blake Ostler's view of
the book as a "modern expansion" of an ancient text 3 to the
complete rejection of the book as either an historica1 account or a
source of divine wilL Hutchinson's ideas lie somew here
betwecn the latter two.
The question is, I believe, whether the book recounts any
historical fact dealing with real people. Researchers like Ostler
and Hutchinson have rejected the orthodox view as to historicity-one partially, the other completely-but have not yet
adopted the rejectionist view of the nonbeliever. With the introduction of these intermediate theories, the orthodox believer and
the nonbeliever find themselves agreeing on at least one issue: if
the Book of Mormon is not authentic history, it cannot be true.
Hutchinson argues that this dualist reasoning-the book is true
or not true-leads people who question the historicity or antiquity of the book to reject it out-of-hand. He recommends his
intermediate view as the safest one.
Now, I can accept that a prophet, being human, can prevaricate as well as the rest of us. BU( unlike Hutchinson, I would
not feel comfortable following the teachings of a liar. By
Ostler's standard, Joseph Smith added nineteenth-century material to the ancient text, leaving only a core of ancient truth-with
the rest being either true Of false, depending on how one views
Joseph Smith's motives and prophetic calling. But acceptance of
Hutchinson's view that the Book of Mormon came directly from
2

See the rev iew by louis Midgley, in this volume, pages 200-254.
Blake T. Ostler, "The Book of Monnon as a Modern Expansion of
an Ancient Source," Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thoughl20 (Spri ng
1987): 66--124. Hutchinson and I agree that Ostler's halfway position is
untenable. The Book of Monnon is either a translation of an ancient record
or it isn't.
3
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God, albeit through a modern prophet alone, makes God the liar
if the stories reported in the book are false. Pardon my naivete,
but I always thought that God could not lie (Numbers 23: 19;
Titu s I :2; Hebrews 6: 18; Enos I :6; Ether 3: 12). Furthermore, if
the Book of Mormon' s historical account is a mere fabrication,
whether divinely inspired or not, why did Joseph Smith declare
that it was "the most correct book on earth, and the keystone of
our religion, and that a man would get nearer to God by abiding
by its precepts, than any other book"?4
Hutchinson's criticism of John Sorenson's work on Book of
Mormon geography is a gross oversimplification and the
"problems" he claims to identify are mostly nonexistent. For
example, he criticizes Sorenson's comment that the cows, asses,
and swine of the Book of Mormon might be Mesoamerican animals such as deer, tapirs, and peccaries. "When is a cow not a
cow?" he asks. I respond, "When it's a deer!" There are, in fact,
many linguistic parallels to the kind of thing Sorenson discusses, wherein people have applied the names of known animals to newly discovered or newly introduced creatures. Thus.
the Greeks named the huge beast encountered in the Nile River,
hippopotamu s, "river horse." The same kind of thing happens
with both fauna and flora. For example, the term used for potatoes in a number of the languages of Europe (where the tuber is
not indigenous) is "earth apple." When the Spanish introduced
horses into the New World, some Amerindian tribes called them
"deer." I agree with Hutchinson, however, that dogs are an
unlikely explanation for the "flocks" of the Book of Mormon.
The term more likely refers to herd animals meeting the requirements for cleanliness in the law of Moses.
I agree with Hutchinson in his rejection of the concept of
"rotated" Nephite compass points.s But I believe that the difficulty may have been solved by Joseph Allen's observation that
directional terms with the suffix "-ward" denote a general orientation only, while terms such as " north" without the suffix
denote true compass direction. Further, I reject Hutchinson's
contention that "the plain meaning" of the Book of Mormon' s
geography is "hemispheric" and was so understood by "early
4 HC 4:461 . emphasis added.
5 See my review of David A. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah: New
Evidences for the Book of Mormon from Ancient Mexico, in Newsleller and
Proceedings of the Society for Early Historic Archaeology, No. 149 (June
1982).
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Mormons." Most Book of Mormon stories make no sense under
such a view. In two of his books,6 Sorenson has shown that
Latter-day Saints have not always had a "hemispheric" view of
the Book of Mormon. Joseph Smith himself hinted at a more
localized geography for Book of Mormon events, as Sorenson
and others have shown'?
To support his theory that the Book of Mormon is a thoroughly nineteenth-century production, Hutchinson gives a few
linguistic examples that he believes prove that changes made in
the Book of Mormon to passages shared with the Bible are
based on the English and not on an underlying Hebrew (or
Greek) meaning (p. 13- 14). In one example, he notes that
Sidney Sperry and I have contended that the quote from Isaiah
9:3 in 2 Nephi 19:3" 'restores' an ancient form from the biblical
text." I, in fact, merely showed that most ancient texts disagreed
with the Masoretic text from which the King James Bible was
translated at the same place where the Book of Mormon (and,
presumably, the brass plates of Laban) disagreed with it, but I
made it clear that these other texts also disagreed with the Book
of Mormon rendering. Variant forms in texts are a common phenomenon.
In another example, Hutchinson notes that the Greek word
rendered "filled" in Matthew 5:6 means "satisfied," in reference
to one who has consumed food and drink. Consequently. he
contends. the addition of the words "with the Holy Ghost" in 3
Nephi 12:6 is unjustified because "Smith's reflection here is
based entirely on the English tradition of the KJV and has nothing to do With, indeed cannot even occur in, the original Greek
of the New Testament." Since Jesus would have uttered these
words to the Jews in Aramaic and to the Nephites in modified
Hebrew , the Greek becomes almost irrelevant, except as the
New Testament translation of his words. But more important is
the fact, noted by Mark Thomas's article in the same volume,
that there is a tie between the sacramental emblems of bread and
wine-which are consumed-and receiving the Holy Ghost (pp.
68-69).
6 John L. Sorenson. An Ancient American Selling for the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake CiIY: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S .• 1985) and Th e
Geog raphy of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book (Provo:
F.A.R.M.S .. [992).
7 See. for examp le. Joseph L. Allen, Exploring tile Lands of the
Book of Mormon (Orem: AS Publi shers. 1989).

12

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TIlE BOOK QFMORMON 6/1 (1994)

Dan Vogel

"Anti·Universalist Rhetoric in the Book of Mormon"
In his fascinating study, Vogel argues that even believers in
the Book of Mormon as an ancient document can accept the fact
that the book addresses nineteenth-century issues. 8 He amasses
an impressive volume of anti-Universalist rhetoric from the few
decades before the publication of the Book of Mormon and
compares it with arguments leveled against the beliefs of Nephite
dissidents in the Book of Mormon. 9 The comparison, while
informative, makes me wonder if Yogel wants us to believe that
Joseph Smith, age twenty-four (when he produced the Book of
Mormon). had read all of the books and articles to which he
(Vogel) can refer only after considerable library research.
As I read Vogel's comparisons, my mind drifted back to an
earlier day, when I read D. Michael Qu inn's book, Early
Mormonism and the Magic World View. While I had no reason
to doubt that Joseph Smith and many of his contemporaries were
familiar with the magical beliefs and practices of the day,
Quinn's comparison of some of Joseph Smith's writings with
ideas published in magical texts to which the Smith family
almost certain ly had no access (especially those long since outof-print) made me feel thai the author had gone 100 far afield. [n
both cases, one wonders if Joseph Smith cou ld have known all
the facts that the authors could elicit only after intensive
research. How large was the Smith Farm Library, anyway?!
At least in Vogel's case, most of the publications were contemporaneous or nearly contemporaneous with Joseph Smith,
though one of them appeared exactly a century before Joseph
completed the Book of Mormon. But this, coup led with Vogel's
evidence that several early Latter-day Saint writers used Book of
Mormon passages in their own anti-Universalist rhetoric, brings
another question to my mind: If the Book of Mormon was so
blatantly founded in nineteenth-century issues, how could any of
Joseph Smith's early converts have accepted it as an ancient
record? Surely there is more to the story than Vogel presents.
My personal opinion-which, I admit, is strictly intuitiveis that universalist ideas have always existed. That is, there have
8 The Book of Monnon often declares that it was being prepared for a
latter-day audience. Vogel notes that one of the book's objectives is "to put
down false doctrine in the latter days" (2 Nephi 3: 12).
9 See the review by Martin S. Tanner, in this volume, pp. 420-35.
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always been those who have held beliefs like those of such
Book of Mormon characters as Nehor, Korihor, and Corianton.
In mid-1993, a Latter-day Saint friend told me that he had concluded that, because God loves us all, he surely must have provided a way for even the most wicked to progress after the resurrection and move into the celestial kingdom, there to become
exa lted beside God. [ countered with the arguments I knew
Alma had used against Corianton, adding a few passages from
the Doctrine and Covenants. Within moments. I felt that 1 was
reenacting that centuries-old conversation between the Nephite
father and his son. Yet this was before 1 read Vogel's article and
before 1 had even heard of Universalism as a nineteenth-century
religious movement!
Voge l, like other critics of the Book of Mormon,iO falls into
the trap of concentrating so much on his thesis that he makes
inaccurate assessments of facts about the Book of Mormon.
Thus, he states matter-of-factly that Alma's words to Corianton
were in the form of a letter, despite the fact that Alma 35:16
expressly states that "he caused that his sons should be gathered
together, that he might give unto them every one his charge separately." Vogel's assumption that Corianton went to the harlot
Isabel because of his "Universali st" beliefs is pure speculation,
with no support from the Book of Mormon text. Vogel had
already concluded (p. 37 n. 14) that Isabel shou ld be compared
with the lezebel of Revelation 2:20 rather than with the lezebel
of I Kings as Dan Peterson had done. Vogel's "more striking"
para llel is possible only because of his assumption about
Corianton's religious beliefs-a circular argument indeed. These
may be minor points, but they are part of the normal pattern of
Book of Mormon critics, who typically fail to get all of the internal facts straight before they start tearing down the structure of
the book.

10 Though he tries to give the appearance of objectivity (a tone that
seems deliberate throughout the book). Vogel is, nonetheless. clearly critical
of the Book of Mormon.
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Mark D. Thomas
"A Rhetorical Approach to the Book of Mormon:
Rediscovering Nephite Sacramental Language"
I was very disappointed with Thomas's work.ll My initial
disappointment lay in the fact that he summarily dismisses the
developmental nature of the Book of Mormon sacramental
prayers,12 which provides evidence for an evolution over timesomething unlikely to have happened in Joseph Smith's mind
during the short period in which he dictated the book.
I was further disappointed by Thomas's approach to comparing the Latter-day Saint sacramental prayers, found in Moroni

4-5. with Protestant eucharistic liturgy and teachings current in
Joseph Smith's day. The reason for my disappointment is that
he glosses over the fact that the Protestant verbiage and debates
were based on the New Testament accounts of the last supper.
For example, New Testament accounts of the last supper declare
that the sacramental emblems were to be taken "in remembrance"
of the body and blood of Christ. 13 The blessing is also mentioned in reference to the bread broken by Christ (Matthew
26:26; Mark 14:22; cf. Luke 24:30). Though the Greek text does
not say that he blessed the bread, neither does it specifically say
that he broke the bread or distributed it, only that he "broke" and
"gave." The importance of keeping the commandments, stressed
in the sacramental prayer on the bread, was noted by Christ
(John 14:15) on the night when, according to the synoptic
gospels, he blessed the bread and wine. Thomas at least recognizes that the covenant nature of the sacrament "dates to the institution narratives themselves, [where] the cup is the 'cup of the
new testament' (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; I Cor.
II :25)." The only real piece of evidence that the wording of the
sacramental prayers may be related to Protestant beliefs concerning the eucharist is the use of the words "to bless and sanctify"
in the 1790 Episcopal epiclesis, which Thomas cites.

I I See the review by Richard Lloyd Anderson, in this volume, pages
379-419.
t 2 This development was discussed by John W. Welch in "The
Nephite Sacramental Prayers: From King Benjamin'S Speech to Moroni 45," F.A.R.M.S . preliminary repon, 1986.
13 Luke 22:19 (to which JST rewords Matthew 26:22, 24; Mark
14:21,23); I Corinthians II :24-25.
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Thomas indicates that the concept of taking upon oneself the
name of Christ in the sacrament is a nineteenth ~ce ntury idea.
However, anthropologists would argue that the concept of
acquiring the qualities of a deceased person by cannibalism is
common to many cu ltures. In the case of the sacrament , the
believer consumes emblems only, ralher than the actual flesh and
blood of Christ. Moreover, we should not overlook the fact that
Ihe Book of Mormon ties the sacrament to baptism, in which we
clearly take upon ourselves the name of Christ (Acts 2:38; 8: 12;
Romans 6:3~8; Colossians 2:12- 13; Galatians 3:27; I Corinthians 5: 17). Alma's explanation of the meaning of baptism
(Mos iah 18:9- 10, 13) lists elements found in the sacramental
prayers (Moron i 4-5). Viewed as a renewal of the baptismal
covenant , the sacrament refl ects the same prin ciples in its
prayers. Baptism, as the scriptures continually remind us, is for
the remission of sins.
Thomas's suggesti on that the Book of Mormon sacramental
prayers were an amalgam of prayers of varying origins imputes
to Joseph Smith awareness of a wide variety of different forms
and arguments in favor of each. Was Joseph Smith really familiar with all of the theological arguments about the nature and
purpose of the sacrament ? Even if he was conversant with the
various di scuss ions noted by Thomas, are they really relevant,
in view of the fact that the arguments themselves were based on
what the New Testament says about the sacrament?
Thomas says that the "disputations whi ch hath been among
you [the Nephites] beforetime" (3 Nephi 18:34) can have meaning onl y to modern readers, since the sacrame nt was being
established "for the first time" among the Nephites. He is wrong
on two counts. Sacramental meals were common in ancient
Israel, usually inVOlving animal flesh rather than bread, although
the bread and wine brought by the priest Melchi zcdek (Ge nesis
14:18) may have had sacramental sign ificance. More important
is the fact that Jesus was not referring to the disputations over
the sac rament, but to the dispute over whether nonbelievers
should be admitted into meetings of the Nephite church (see 3
Nephi 1 8:2 2~2 3, 30~32). Two of the verses (3 Nephi 1 8:28~
29) add the injunction not to give the sacrament to the unworthy,
but they are merely part of the subject of allowing nonbelievers
to attend church meetings.
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Melodie Moench Charles
"Book of Mormon Christology"
This article offers a wealth of informati on on Book of
Mormon beliefs in Christ.1 4 Unfortunately, though the footnotes
are impressive, there is little new material here . Like others
before her, Charles notes the problem of Christ as Father and
Son in such passages as Mosiah chapters 3 and 15 and Alma 34.
She also notes the development of Latter-day Saint views concerning the Godhead, beginning with the Book of Mormon and
culminating in the First Presidency 's 1916 declaration on the
nature of the Father and the Son,ls
The concept of God througho ut the scriptures--even leav ing
aside the Book of Mormon-is a very complex matter, with no
easy answers. But I tend to agree with Charles that there were
times in history when the people did not have a clear view of the
Godhead as taught in the Latter-day Saint Church today. To the
Nephites, it seems clear that the Father and the Son are generally
considered to be one God, though in 3 Nephi the Father and the
Son are clearly separated, when Christ prays to the Father and
speaks of "t he Father." I believe that this is because the full
nature of the Godhead was not revealed until the coming of
Christ. John 17:25 notes that the world didn ' t know the Father,
while John 1: 18 indicates that the Father has been made known
only through the Son. It is quite likely, then, that the ancient
Israelites knew of but one God and that the existence of bot h a
Father and a Son was not known to the masses and perhaps not
even to all of the prophets.
Charles uses the 1832 first vision account (in which Joseph
Smith reports seei ng "the Lord") as evidence that Joseph Smith
saw only "one being," and notes that the 1838 version follows
the Lectures on Faith. She fails to note that the first account in
which Joseph Smith mentions two beings is the one gi ve n in
November 1835 and publi shed in 1971 by Bac kman ,I6 which
postdates the Lectures on Faith by months rather than years. But
there is no rea l contradicti on in any of the se accounts.
Presumably, the "Lord" mentioned by the Prophet in 1832 was
14 See the review of Robert L. MilicI. in this vol ume, pages 187-99.
15 James E. Talmage. Articles of Faith (Salt Lake City: The Church
of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day Saints, 1955),465-73, n. II .
]6 Milton V. Backman, Jr., Joseph Smith's First Vision (Salt Lake
City: Bookcraft. 1(71), Appendix B.
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C hrist, the o ne who gave him instructions and answered his
question about which church was true. I have often told a story
more than once, emphasizin g different details each time and
omitting others that did not fit my current theme or audience.
Why critics continue to harp on what is really a nonissue continues to amaze me.
Charles agrees with Alma 39: 17- 19 that it would have been
important for the Nephites to know detai ls of the atonement of
Chri st, which would affect all mankind . But she questions the
necessity of including such " nonessential details" as the name
and dwelling-place of Jesus' mother, the location of John 's baptizing, and beliefs abou t Jesus held by his contemporaries. She
notes that all of these facts are known from the New Testament,
but stops short of accusing Josep h Smith of borrowing the
material from the Bible. Wh y, she as ks, did the Book of
Mormon not give us information about Christ that, while significant, was unavailable in the Gospels, such as what he did before
age twelve and when and under what circumstances he received
the priesthood. We have no answers to this question, any more
than we can determine why the Gospel writers omitted these
same things. We can only spec ul ate o n why the Book of
Mormon gave what appear to be mundane fac ts about Christ
bt::forc his birth. Perhaps they wen~ im.:luded to make him more
real to the Nephites, who would not have the opportunity to
know the mortal Christ.
We can, however, say something about Charles's contention
that specific details about Jesus were not known in the ancient
Near East in Lehi's time and that what the people of that time
expected "was quite different from what Jesus was." In view of
a number of recently released Dead Sea Scrolls that speak of the
divine Messiah who wou ld suffer and die for the sins of
mankind, we can no longer second-guess the ancient prophets.
Some Jews clearly expected a Messiah like Jesus; were it
otherw ise, he mi ght have gleaned no following at all. C harles's
footnote 22, indicating that the Dead Sea Scrolls have no
"detai led prophesies [sic ] mentioning Jesus or matching hi s life
or miss ion" (p. 93) is now know n to be wrong. Some of the
sc roll s speak of the Messiah to come in terms very similar
(sometimes identical) ( 0 the ones used by such Book of Mormon
prop hets as Benjamin, Abinadi, and Alma. 1 shall deal with this
mailer in a fo rthco ming article, "The Messiah, the Book of
Mormon, and the Dead Sea Scrolls."
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Charles compares the statement about the infinite atonement
in Alma 34:9-14 to ideas expressed by Anselm and others that

were a topic of discussion in Joseph Smith's day. But the idea
of atonement by an infinite being is irrelevant since the concept
is biblical, at least in the New Testament. See Hebrews 7:22-28,
especially verse 27. where Christ makes a single offering for the
sins of the people (see also Hebrews 9: 11-16, 23-28).
Charles cites Forsberg (p. 98 n. 25), who variously idt;ntifies Book of Mormon christology as Trinitarianism, Arianism,
or Sabellianism (she agreeing with the latter assessment). I have
always been amazed at the need critics have to pigeonhole Latterday Saint doctrines, especially when some of the terms used
denote early Christian heretical groups. Was Joseph Smith really
influenced by some third-century heresy?
The question of the identification of Jesus with Jehovah is
much more complex than Charles indicates. A look at Old
Testament passages quoted in the New Testament usually shows
that the passages have Jehovah speaking about Jesus as his son.
But other New Testament evidences, along with some clear
statements by Jesus in the Book of Mormon, imply that Jesus is
Jehovah. The 1916 declaration of the First Presidency notwithstanding, as late as June 1961, President David O. McKay
spoke of "Jehovah and His Son, Jesus Christ." I7 This may have
been a slip of the tongue on the part of President McKay, in
which case it illustrates the problem of jUdging Latter-day Saint
doctrine from printed reports of sermons given by leaders of the
Church.
The use of the name Jehovah to denote the Father at times
and the Son at other times should not be surprising when we
consider the concept of divine investiture of authority, as
explained in the First Presidency's 1916 explanation of the
Godhead. Charles seems to reject the idea that Joseph Smith
believed in this concept, which is that Christ can speak in first
person for the Father. However, that the idea was known to the
Prophet Joseph is clear from Moses 5:9, where the Holy Ghost
declares, "I am the Only Begotten of the Father."

17 Church News. I July 1961, 14.
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David P. Wright
" 'In Plain Terms that We May Understand':
Joseph Smith's Transformation of Hebrews in Alma
12-13"
Wright presents an in sightful comparison of the parallels
between Alma chapters 12- 13 and the New Testament Epistle to
the Hebrews. 18 He assumes that Joseph Smith was the author,
not the translator, of the Book of Mormon, and that Joseph borrowed directly from the KJV of Hebrews for these chapters.
Wright contends that Alma 13:17-19 is a reworking of
Hebrews 7: 1-4, noting six elements shared by the two texts and
appearing in the same order in both. 19 Of the six elements, the
fifth seems weak, paralleling Melchizedek 's being "without
father, without mother, without descent" (Hebrews 7:3) with his
having reigned "under his father" (Alma 13: 18). The fourth element is only a partial parallel; while Hebrews 7:2 interprets both
the name and the title of Melchizedek ("king of righteousness
... king of peace"), Alma 13: 18 speaks only of "the prince of
peace," though it does add the story of Melchizedek's faith and
his preaching to the people.20
But these are small points compared to the fact that Wright's
list is incomplete. Alma actually begins with a description of the
priesthood "after the order of the Son" (Alma 13: 1-9), stating
that Me lchizedek "was also a high priest after this same order ..
. who also took upon him the high priesthood forever" (Alma
13: 14). The first part of Alma 13: 14 has parallels with Hebrews
6:20, the verse immediately preceding the Hebrews 7: 1-4 passage examined by Wright but not included in his list. The second
part of Alma 13:14 parallels the statement in Hebrews 7:3 that
Melchizedek "abideth a priest continually," also omitted from
18 See the reviews by John Gee. Royal Skousen, and John W. Welch
in this volume, pages 5\ - [86.
19 To hIS list of six, Wright adds a seventh that is pure guesswork,
saying that the words "there were many before him, and also there were
many afterwards" (Alma 13:19) derive from the notion of no beginning of
days or end of life in Hebrews 7:3. This is much too far-fetched.
20 Josephus noted that Melchizedek had been made a priest because of
his righteousness, which was reflected in the meaning of hi s name
(Antiquities of the Jew.<; I, JO, 2). Wright does not tie this to Alma 13,
despite the fact that Josephus's works could have been readily available to
Joseph Smith. Of significance, however, is the fact that other documents
discussed in this review were not available to him,
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Wright's list, where it should appear after number 5, along with
other items also omitted by Wright (Me1chizedek "having neither
beginning of days, nor end of life" and being "like unto the Son
of God," which parallels Alma 13: 1-14, noted earlier). Were we
to add all these to the list, it would no longer be in order.
Abraham's payment of tithes to Melchizedek is also mentioned
early in Alma's discussion (Alma 13: I 5) and parallels Hebrews
7:2, which should be inserted after number 3 in Wright's list;
this also destroys the order. As we can readily see, had Wright's
list been complete. the unique order of his "six elements" would
nol exist.
But my rejection of Wrighl'5 ordered list does not address
the fact that there are clear parallels between the material in
Hebrew 7 and Alma 13-even more parallels than those enumerated by Wright. Latter-day Saints have long known of the
parallels and have assumed that both texts were based on an earlier story available to the Nephites on the brass plates of Laban.
This view is supported by Joseph Smith's additions to Genesis
14, but these can readily be seen by nonbelievers as an attempt
to resolve what is otherwise a problem by inventing a nonexistent text that could be viewed as ancestral to both the New
Testament and Book of Monnon accounts of Melchizedek.
There are, in fact, pre-Christian documents that see Melchizedek in ways not found in the normal Genesis 14 account
though known to Hebrews 7 and Alma 13. One of these, which
is given short shrift by Wright, is the Melchizedek text from
Qumran (lIQMelch), which depicts Melchizedek as a divine,
heavenly being who, at the end of the world, will judge the
wicked and rescue the righteous, making expiation for them,
removing their iniquities, and raising them up (perhaps referring
to resurrection). The text is replete with citations from some of
the major messianic passages of the Old Testament, including
Isaiah 52:7 and 61:2-3 and even Daniel 9:25, where the word
"messiah" is used. The Isaiah passage has a herald proclaiming
peace (sIm) and declaring "thy God ['eJ6hun] is king," using the
same term (melek) that forms the first element in the name
Melchizedek. In IIQMelch, Melchizedek is identified with the
'e16him in the council of God ('el) in Psalm 82: 1-2 (which is
cited), perhaps because in Genesis 14: 18, he is the "priest of the
most high God ['eJ 'elyon]."
Kobelski notes that some early Christians considered
Melchizedek to be an angeL He compares the Hebrew title mlk
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slm , " king of Salem," with the mPk slwm , "angel of peace"
mentioned in one of the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q228 1. 1.8), 1
Enoch 40:8; 52:5; and in the Testaments of the Twelve
Patriarchs (Dan 6:5; Asher 6:67; Benjamin 6: 1) .21 KobeJ ski ,
who is cited by Wright but apparently not taken seriously, lists
seven points of comparison between 1JQMelch and the Epistle
to the Heb rews 22 and notes that some scholars have seen
Hebrews 7:3, which is poetic in style, as a pre·Christian text
used by the author of Hebrews)3 Thi s verse contains Wright' s
element number 5, along with three other points omitted from
hi s list but which likewise have parallels in Alma 13.
But the Qumran document is not the only one to ascribe to
Melchizedek the qualities known from Hebrews 7 and Alma 13.
Some manuscripts of the Slavonic book of 2 Enoch 71-72 tell of
Melchizedek's miraculous birth from hi s dead mother's corpse.
Conceived without intercourse, he was born fully developed and
able to speak. In manusc ript J, God calls him " my child ." He is
cl ot hed in priestly robes and taken to heaven without tasting
death to serve there as priest over all priests.24 As with Hebrews
7, the parallels with Jesus are obvious.
Some of these elements in the 2 Enoch account are found in
Joseph Smith's reworking of Genesis 14:25-40, where we read
of Melc hi zedek ' s childhood prowess (Genesis 14:26). God's
approval of him (Genesis 14:27; cr. the words of God regarding
Jesus in Matthew 3: 17). and of the translation of Melchi zedek
and other high priests, such as Enoch (Genesis 14:32-34). The
theme of translation for priests of the order of Melchizedek
seems to be alluded 10 in Alma 13:6, 12- 13, where we read that
they "entered into his rest. " The expression is also found in
Hebrews 3: 11, 18; 4: 1, 3-5, 8- 11 and is reflected by the fact
that Jesus, like Melchi zedek, entered into the heavenly temple to
serve as priest (Hebrews 8: I; 9:24) and is said to have gone
there as a "forerunner" for us (Hebrews 6: 19-20).
Some of the JST addition s to Genesis 14 are also found in
llQMelch. For example, in Genesis 14:35 JST, there is mention
of "the sons of God," paralleling the same term in llQMelch
2 1 Paul J. Kobelsk i, Melchizedek and Me/chiresa' (Washington, D.C.:
Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series 10, 198 1),60 n. 36.
22 Ibid., 128.
23 Ibid., 120.
24 While a late texi (perhaps no earlier than A. D. 1000),2 Enoch
depends at least in part on older traditions.
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2.14. [n Genesis 14:36 JST, Melchizedek is given the additional
title "king of heaven," which corresponds to his role as heavenly
priest in both 11 QMelch and 2 Enoch.

The king addressed in Psalm 110 is invited to sit down
beside God, i.e., in the heavens, in a judgment scene during
which the wicked are destroyed. Verse 1. in which God invites
the addressee to sit beside him, refers to Christ, according to
Hebrews I: 13. Verse 4, "thou art a priest for ever after the order

of Melchizedek," which is likewise said to refer to Christ in
Hebrews 5:6-11, seems to lie behind Hebrews 6:20 and Alma

13: 14. An early Arabic Christian document, the Book of the
Rolls f.124b, interpreted "for ever" as meaning that Melchizedek
would never die. In addition to the straightforward translation of
Melchizedek in 2 Enoch, his undying nature is also implied in
the words "nor end of life" and "continually" in Hebrews 7:3
and by the term "for ever" in Hebrews 6:20.
Wright objects to the wording of Alma 13:15. which has
Abraham paying tithes "of all he possessed" rather than of the
booty taken in combat. But the word "possessed," if it derives
from the same root as "possessor" in the title of God
("possessor of heaven and earth") in Genesis 14: 19. has the
primary meaning of "acquire," in which case it may refer only to
the booty.25
Wright contends that the term "high" in "high priest" (Alma
13: 18) was taken by Joseph Smith from the title "most high
God" since, in Hebrews 7:1 (which follows Genesis 14:18),
Melchizedek is called "priest of the most high God." But his
footnote admits that Melchizedek was called a high priest by
Philo and was said in Targum Neofli to be "in the high priesthood." In view of these other interpretations, need one insist that
Joseph Smith depended on the Epistle to the Hebrews for his
text?26
Wright notes that the title "prince of peace," instead of "king
of peace," in Alma 13: 18 derives from Isaiah 9:6. In view of the
fact that Melchizedek is being compared to Christ, this is not
25 At first, 1 was surprised that Wright did not suggest that the word
"possessed" in Alma 13: 19 was borrowed from "possessor" in Genesis
14:19. But that would work against his thesis that Joseph Smith expanded
on the account in Hebrews. After all, an expansion on the Genesis account
could readily have been made by Alma or Mormon rather than Joseph
Smith.
26 See the review by John W. Welch, in this volume, pages 145-86.
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surprising. But why must one attribute the borrowing to Joseph
Smith when the writings of Isaiah were available to Alma? What
is more surpri sing, in my view, is that the author of Hebrews
didn't use the Isaiah passage.
Noting that "king of peace" and "prince of peace" are not the
same, Wright states that Alma 13 "does not betray linguistic
interpretation," since it derives the title from Me1chizedek's
establishment of peace, expanding the story beyond that given in
Hebrews 7. He fails to tell us that Alma 13: 18 adds that
Me1chizedek's title "prince of peace" was given because "he was
the king of Salem." This is clearly a linguistic interpretation.
Moreover, Philo notes that Me1chizedek was given the title
because he loved peace and was worthy of the priesthood; he
adds that as a "just king." Melchizedek is the interpreter of the
law. 27
This brings us to another point. Wright chides Joseph Smith
for having Book of Mormon priests involved in teaching rather
than in cultic duties as in Old Testament times. Again, he is
wrong. One of the principal duties of the priests under the
Mosaic code was to teach (Leviticus 10:1; 14:57; Deuteronomy
17:9- 11; 24:8; 33:8-10; Ezekiel 44:23; Micah 3: II ). One of the
most renowned priests in the Bible, Ezra, was noted for his
teaching. not his work at the altar. and is considered in Judaism
to be the redactor of what became the Old Testament.
Wright can take some comfort in the fact that I agree with his
assessment that the Joseph Smith Translation often has changes
that are secondary to the Bible text rather than a restoration of
original text. There is much evidence for this, including the fact
that the Prophet sometimes made a change which he later modified again or returned to its original form. This does not, however, invalidate everything Joseph Smith added or modified. As
with the Book of Mormon, he was probably studying it out in
his mind. In some very important passages. he added material
that can be shown from subsequent documentary discoveries to
have an ancient foundation. Examples will appear in my forth·
coming book on the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, which
will be published by F.A.R.M.S. as part of its Ancient Texts
seri es.

27 Philo, Legum Allegoriae Ill , 79.
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John C. Kunich
"Multiply Exceedingly: Book of Mormon Population
Sizes"
Kunich investigates an area of Book of Mormon studies that
most dare not touch: population growt h.2 8 It is, as he admits,
more art than science. Kunich, like Sorenson before him, estimates Nephite, Mulekite, and Lamanite population using the
only information avai lable from the Book of Mormon, which
consists of three areas: ( I) est imates of the number of adults
capable of reproduction in the group brought by Lehi to the New
World, (2) casual ty statistics reported for Nephite-Lamanite battles, and (3) the statement in Mosiah 25:2-3 that the Mulekites
outnumbered the Nephites, while these two groups together
were less than half as numerous as the Lamanites. Admittedly,
it's not much to go on.
I tend to shy away from the kind of guesswork found in this
article and approach it here only to show why I believe that such
studies must be performed with caution. The guesswork begins
with Kunich's attempt to estimate the number of people in Lehi's
original party, in which he does not acknowledge that Nephi or
Sam had ch ildren at the time they boarded the ship for the New
World, despitc the fact that Nephi's children are explicitly mcn-

tioned in 1 Nephi 18: 19 and that 1 Nephi 17: 1-2; 18:6 may indicate that Sam, too, had children at that time.
Kunich accounts for seventeen to nineteen adults in Lehi's
party at the time they embarked for the New World: Lehi and his
wife Sariah, their four adult sons (Laman, Lemuel, Sam, Nephi)
and their wives (daugh ters of Ishmael), Zoram and his wife
(a lso a daughter of Ishmael), Ishmael's wife, Ishmael's two
sons and their wives. Excluding the elderly Lehi, Sariah, and
Ishmael's wife, this leaves "only fourteen emigrants capable of
reproduction when they arrived in the New World" (p. 233).
This is a minimal estimate, however. If the sons of Ishmael
already had children at the time the two families merged, some
of these ch ildren cou ld have reached puberty after eight years of
wandering in the wilderness. With cousin marriage preva lent
among the Israelites, some of their older child ren cou ld have
been married and ready to start their own fami lies by then. While

28 See the review by James E. Smith, in this volume, pages 255-96.
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this may seem a bit picky, one, two, or tbree more couples could
have made a big difference in subsequent population growth.29
To this, we add the possibility that Jacob and Joseph, sons
of Lehi and Sariab, if they were born in the first couple of years
after tbeir parents left Jerusalem, could have been as much as
seven and eight years old when they arrived in the promised
land. Zoram and the sons of Lehi could also have had cbildren
of nearly this age and tbe sons of Isbmae l could al so bave
fathered additional children at the same time. So there could have
been several children who, within as few as ten years after arriv·
ing in Ihe New World, could be starling their own families.
Indeed, if Zoram, the sons of Ishmael , and the four older sons
of Lehi each fathered a child once a year during their eight years
in the wilderness, as man y as forty·nine children could have
been born during that time! This far exceeds the total (adult and
child) population estimate of thirty given by Kunich for the size
of the group arriving in the New World .30 Admittedly, it is a
maximum possible number, and maximums are rarely reached.
Kunich includes a table showi ng how large the group of
thirty led by Lehi could have become at various time periods at
different rates of annual population growth. The rates range
from .04% to 2.0%. For later Nephite populations. Kunich uses
Sorenson's ratio of one soldier for every fi ve civilians, examines
the casualty figures from the Book of Mormon, estimates that
they represent less than half the number of men engaged in the
battle, and then calculates the total Nephite and Lamanite popu·
lations. He then says that Sorenson's estimates are wrong and
that the ratio of ci vilians to soldiers must be higher, since not
everyone could be fre ed from agricultural pursuits to go to battle. Using hi s chart of population growth, he concl udes that
Lehi's descendants could never have attained the population
numbers required by the casualty figures.
1 cannot vouch for a given ratio of soldiers to civilians, but I
can say that, in the ancient Near East. there was no problem
whatsoever in sending large numbers of " farm boys" off to war,
29 See John L. Sorenson, "The Composition of Lehi 's Family," in in
John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds .. By Study and Also by
Faith: Essays ill HOllor of Hu gh Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A .R.M.s., 1990),2:174-97.
30 In the preceding paragraph, I used the word "if' three times and the
word "could" eight times. This illustrates the kind of guesswork that goes
into this kind of study.
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since warfare was conducted during the dry season, between the
spring grain harvest and the fall harvest of olives and grapes,
after which the rain s came. As a result, the Egyptian and
Mesopotamian kings launched regular summer forays into
nearby lands. To be sure, things may have been different for the
Nephites. depending on the climate and the care needed for the
crops. But Sorenson has demonstrated that the NephiteLamanite wars also seem to have been seasonaJ.31
Kunich's chart allows for a maximum an nual population
growth of 2.0%, though he actually believes it to be muc h
lower. Nonetheless, a survey of countries of the Middle East,
whence came Lehi's group and the Mulekites, shows that the
current population growth runs from 2.9% annually (Egypt) to
3.9% (Iraq), with all of the Arab countries exce pt Egypt and
Lebanon (2.1 %) being over 3.4%. In Mesoamerica, where most
Lauer-day Saint scholars believe Lehi settled, population growth
runs from 2.7% in EI Salvador to 3. 1% in Guatemala, Bel ize,
and Honduras, with Mexico growing at 2.4% per year.
Kunich would counter that "rapid population growth is a
recent phenomenon" (p. 251). He also cites a number of
authorities to show that early population growth was O.4%-'he
figure he prefers in calculating Nephite and Lamanite populations. Thi s is based on estimates of worldwide human population in various time periods. But estimates are not facts. I serio usly question any attempt to estimate the population of the
world or of any part of it in pre-census days. To illustrate, let us
look at the population statistics for the Turkish province of
Yemen in the thirty years be fore World War I. Contem porary
est imates from various sources run from 750,000 to as many as
eight to ten million! Three sources give 750.000, with other figures running as fo llows: I million, 1.8 million, 2.252 million,
2.5 million, 3 million, 4.5 million , 3.5 to 7 million, 8 to 10 million .32 Wi th this much difficulty in estimating a living population, how much more difficult it is to estimate the population of
past civilizations!
3 1 John L. Sorenson, "Seasonality of Warfare in the Book of Mormon
and in Mesoamerica," in Slephen D. Ricks and William J. Hambli n. eds.,
Warfare in the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S., 1990), 445-77.
32 Charles Issawi, The Economic History of the Middle East 18001914 (Chicago: Un iversity of Chicago. 1966), 332- 34. Issawi is generally
acknowledged to be the world's top expert in Middle Easlern economics.
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Kunich's list of large numbers in the Book of Mormon
speaks of "230,000 Nephite warriors killed" at the battle at
Cumorah, referring to Mormon 6: 10-15. Had he included
Mormon 6:7 in his research, he would have found that the people with Mormon at the last battle comprised "my people, with
their wives and their children." When, after the battle, Mormon
mourned those who had fallen, he spoke of the "fair sons and
daughters ... fathers and mothers ... husbands and wives"
(Mormon 6: 19). It seems obvious that the 230,000 was a total
population figure for the remaining Nephites and not just a count
of the "warriors" as Kunich has it.
I disagree with Kunich on several other points. For example,
his estimates of the size of the Mulekite group in the days of
Mosiah2 take into account only those Mulekites living in the land
of Zarahemla, where Mosi ah had discovered them. Since the
Mulekites originally landed in the north, in the land of
Desolation, where the Jarcdites had lived (Alma 22:30-3 1;
Helaman 6: 10), we cannot know if all of them migrated to
Zarahemla or if some remained behind or migrated elsewhere,
perhaps even mingling with the Lamanites. For that matter, it is
not clear how many of the Nephites fled the land of Nephi with
Mosiah l and sell led in Zarahem1a (Omni 1:12- 14). Those who
chose not to follow Mosiah were likely assimilated by the invading Lamanites.
Kunich declares that. because the laredites became extinct
(based on Ether 15: 12-34), they "failed to contribute to NephiteLamanile colonizations." I have long believed that some
laredites survived the last great battles of their civilization and
that it was the civilization itself that was destroyed, not every
single laredite. This is evidenced mostly by the existence of
laredite names in the Nephite population )) Ether reported only
what he saw; he could not have been everywhere. Some would
cite Ether's prophecy in Ether 13:21 as evidence that all the
Jaredites except Coriantumr were to be destroyed. However. a
careful reading of that verse indicates that it was all of
Coriantumr' s " household" that was to be destroyed. We cannot
know for sure how many Jaredites may have escaped to other
places before or during the last great war. It is not impossible in

)) For a discussion, see John A. Tvedtnes. "A Phonemic Analysis of
Nephite ilnd lared ite Proper Names," Newsletter alld Proceedings of the
Society for Early Historic Archaeology 141 (Deeember 1977): 1-8.
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the scenario painted by Sorenson that some of the people with
whom the Lamanites intermarried were laredites.
This brings us to the question of indigenous peoples with
whom the Lamanites may have joined,34 Kunich believes that
such outsiders would have been mentioned in the Book of
Mormon. But since that book was a clan record, it may have
deliberately left out mention of peoples not originating in
Jerusalem, with the sole exception of the Jaredites, who left a
written record that came into the hands of King Mosiah. What
fascinated the Ncphites about the laredites was not that they
existed, but that their civilization had been so utterly destroyed
(Mosiah 8: 12; 28: 12).
Kunich uses 2 Nephi I :8-9 as evidence that there were no
other indigenous people in Lehi's time. But the text can have
such a meaning only if the word land is read as more than the
territory occupied by Lehi's descendants. In the Bible, the word
land most often refers to the land occupied by the Israelites.
Unlike some Book of Mormon readers, I do not envision the
entire American continent when I read land. Who are the "other
nations" from whom knowledge of Lehi's land was to be kept?
Must it refer to indigenous Americans? Can it be restricted to the
"nations" that Lehi knew in the Old World? Is there a difference
between a "nation" and nomadic herdsmen or hunters? Unless
we can answer these questions, we cannot state emphatically that
Lehi's descendants encountered no others.
Kunich's assumption that the Nephites. in order to annex
indigenous peoples, must have converted them to their religion
is unwarranted. They could have intermarried with others without first converting them, in which case perhaps the conversions
mentioned in the Book of Mormon (and noted by Kunich) could
have reference to such outsiders who had already become
Nephites by culture before adopting their religion.
There are, in fact, some possible references to outsiders in
the Book of Mormon. For example, we never learn the real origin of the Amalekites. unless they are the same as the Amlicites.
I have nOled elsewhere that the antichrist Sherem (Jacob 7) may
have been an outsider. Jacob wrote of him. "there came a man
among the people of Nephi" (Jacob 7: 1). Does this mean that he
was not a Nephite? Jacob further notes "that he had a perfect
34 See John L. Sorenson, "When Lehi's Party Arrived, Did They Find
Others in the LandT' journal of Book of Mormon Studies III (1992): 1-34.
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knowledge of the language of the people" (Jacob 7:4). Don't all
native speakers? This would have been remarkable only if the
man were not a Nephite.
Kunich makes a good point concerning the fact that each
man slain in battle would then be unable to start or continue his
family. But he may have gone too far in assuming that these
were all young men. In the ancient Near East, men of various
ages were taken into the army on a seasonal basis. That they
were sometimes-if not always-segregated by age is indicated
in the use of the term ne'arim to denote troops of "young men."
In the Book of Mormon, Zeniff explicitly states that he organized his ranks by age for battle against the Lamanites (Mosiah
10:9). Perhaps the older warriors, by virtue of their age and
diminished strength, were more likely to die in battle than the
younger. If they were segregated by age, enemy troops may
have attacked the older men first. It is even possible that the
older Nephite men were sent into battle first in order to give the
younger men a chance to establish families. Some of this is supposition only, but no more so than most of Kunich's study of
Book of Mormon population sizes.

Deanne G. Matheny
"Does the Shoe Fit?
A Critique of the Limited Tehuantepec Geography"
Of Matheny's article. I can say but little, since my exposure
to Mesoamerican archaeology is limited.35 Her objections to a
"limited Tehuantepec" geography for the Book of Mormon story
are deserving of consideration and I look forward to seeing the
reaction of other Latter-day Saint Mesoamerican scholars.36
I am concerned that Matheny may have placed too much
stress on the lack of fauna and flora in the archaeological record.
Anyone who has been involved in archaeology knows that new
di scoveries are continually changing previous concepts of the
past. The absence of faunal evidences has perplexed Bible
scholars in the Near East. Why, for example, with the textual
evidence for lions in Israel in both ancient and modern times (up
to the sixteenth century A.D.) , have no lion skeletons or other
35 My background is essentially Near Eastern, though I took a few
classes in Mesoamerican prehistory.
36 See the review by John l . Sorenson. in this volume, pages 297361.
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remains ever been found? Similarly, I know of only one instance
(Timna) where remnants of an ancient tent have been found in
the territory of ancient Israel , despite the frequent mention of
tents in the Bible. In this light, Matheny' s discussion of the lack
of evidence for tents in ancient Mesoamerica loses some of its
impact.
Matheny notes that the precious metals mentioned in the
Book of Mormon are found only in Oaxaca and the Guatemalan
highlands. This, however, does not present a problem for the
Book of Mormon story if Sorenson's geographical model is
accepted. Following that model, the Jaredites lived in Oaxaca
(Ether 10:23), while the city of Nephi. where precious metals
became such a concern to the Nephites (1 Nephi 5: IS; 18:25;
Jacob 1:16; 2:12; Jarom 1:8) was in the Guatemalan highlands.
It was here, too, that king Noah lived amid the opulence characterized by precious metals (Mosiah 11:3,8-9, II ; cf. 19:15;
22: 12). Precious metals are mentioned only in passing elsewhere, possibly because they were imported into places like
Zarahemla. It is perhaps significant that the term "ore" is used
almost exclusively of the Jaredite region and the territory around
Nephi, except for the very general reference in Helaman 6: II.
I am concerned about Matheny's unquestioning acceptance
of Dan Vogel's assessment that it was "absolutely clear that
Joseph Smith and early Mormons associated the Book of
Mormon with the Mound Builder myth." There is no "clear"
evidence for Ihis and, for that matter, very little muddy evidence.
Joseph Smith's statements regarding the location of the land of
Zarahemla (in Mesoamerica) seem to weigh strongly against a
"Great Lakes" locale. In any event, the beliefs of "carly
Mormons" and others are not nearly as important as the evidence
from the Book of Mormon itself. Nor are the disagreements
between Latter-day Saint scholars, to which Matheny, like
others, makes reference.

Edward H. Ashment
" 'A Record in the Language of My Father':
Evidence of Ancient Egyptian and Hebrew
in the Book of Mormon"
Had Ashment honestly reflected his theme, he would have
subtitled this article, "The Lack of Evidence of Ancient Egyptian
and Hebrew in the Book of Mormon," for that is the thrust of
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his article. Some of his terminology is also intended to draw
negative images for the reader. For example, his statement that
"God allowed the Lamanites to destroy" (p. 330) the Nephites
(italics mine), while accurate, uses a stronger word than that
employed in the Book of Mormon and places the Latter-day
Saint view of God in a negative light. The terms supernatural
and apologist, while correctly used, have come to have a generally negative connotation to American readers. Indeed,
Ashment's substitution of "supernatural" for the words "by the
hand of God" in Alma 37:4 is totally unwarranted (see p. 330 n.
7). The fact that he closes the quote before inserting the substituted word and reopens the quote immediately after it does not
justify his deliberate avoidance of the terminology used in the
Book of Mormon. It is an old ploy used by critics of the Book
of Mormon for more than a century and a half, and should have
been beneath the dignity of someone like Ashment.
In general, Ashment has approached his subject with a fair
amount of aplomb. But his conclusions, reflected in some of his
other articles, have led him to misstate or misinterpret facts about
the Book of Mormon)7 For example, he concludes that no
"plates of brass" could have existed in the time of Lehi because
brass was not invented "before Roman times" (p. 330 n. 6). He
fails to tell the reader that the term "brass" is used 116 limes in
the Old Testament of the King James Bible to translate the
Hebrew term that means "copper" or "bronze." Since Ashment
readily admits that Joseph Smith relied on the KJV, his
comments about the copper-zinc alloy are pointless.
In a lengthy note, Ashment points to what he sees as a
problem in that some of Lehi's descendants (the Nephites) were
sedentary, while others (the Lamanites) were nomadic at times,
sedentary at other limes. After discussing the sedentary nature of
Nephite society, he notes that "in just one generation ...
Lamanites had degenerated" (p. 329 II. 3) into a nomadic society living in tents, most of whom later settled down like the
Nephites, though some remained in tents. But we should not be
surprised at such transformations. Lehi, after dwelling "at
Jerusalem" most of his life, took to tents in the wilderness for
eight years to nee to the New World. After arriving in their new
land, the Nephites reverted to their sedentary ways, while the
Lamanites continued the nomadic lifestyle of the previous eight
37 See the review by Royal Skousen. in this volume, pages 121-44.
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years. In view of the laziness of Laman and Lemuel (I Nephi
17: 18, 49), is it any surprise that their descendants did not want
to become "industrious" like the Nephites? The cities possessed
by the Lamaniles were all in the land of Nephi and had been
deserted by the Nephites in the time of the first Mosiah. The
Lamanites, being "lazy," were happy to "bring [the Nephites]
into bondage, that they might glut themselves with the labors of
[their] hands" (Mosiah 9: 12). Taking over cities built by
Nephites seems to have been a way of life for the Lamanites
(Mosiah 23:31-39).
By the lime the Lamanite king returned the cities of Nephi
and Shilom to the Nephiles led by Zeniff (with the intent of
bringing them into bondage), the city seems to have fallen into
disrepair, for Zeniff recorded that he and his people "began to
build buildings, and to repair the walls of the city, yea, even the
walls of the city of Lehi-Nephi, and the city of Shilom" (Mosiah
9:8). It is possible that the Lamanites were anxious to absorb
Nephite dissenters precisely because they could make use of
their skills (d. Alma 21:2). That the Lamanites never became as
skilled in building as the Nephites is illustrated by the fact that
Nephi and Lehi, sons of Helaman, were cast by the Lamanites
into the same prison where Ammon and his brethren had been
incarcerated nearly a century earlier (Helaman 5 :21). In
Ammon's day, the prison was controlled by the Nephite king
Limhi (Mosiah 7:7-8; 21 :23).
Ashment's contention that "everything Jewish was suppressed from the beginning" is disproved by several facts: (1)
Nephi preserved, in his writings, "the learning of the Jews" (1
Nephi 1:2); (2) the Nephites kept the brass plates, which contained a "record of the Jews" (l Nephi 3:3; 5:6, 12; 13:23; Omni
1:14; cf. 2 Nephi 9:2); (3) Nephi sometimes spoke favorably of
the Jews (I Nephi 13:23-26; 14:23; 2 Nephi 29:4-6; cf. 2
Nephi 9:2; Mormon 7:8; Ether 1:3); (4) Nephi makes specific
mention of his Jewish heritage (2 Nephi 30:4; 33:8), and (5)
Nephi condemns those who will not "respect the words of the
Jews" (2 Nephi 33: 14), just as Jesus later condemned those who
"make game of the Jews" (3 Nephi 29:8). While it is true that the
Nephite "monetary system" was not patterned "after the manner
of the Jews" (Alma 11 :4), "their synagogues ... were built after
the manner of the Jews" (Alma 16: 13). The clear meaning of 2
Nephi 25: 1-6 (the passage to which Ashment refers to establish
his case for suppression of things Jewish) is that Nephi had kept
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from hi s children only "the manner of prophesying among the
Jews" (emphasis added) for a reason that is unclear to us.
Ashment's examination of the language of the Book
Mormon consists mostly of pitting the views of various LaUerday Saint sc holars against each other. The tactic is widely used,
even among pro-Lauer-day Saint writers, but I personally have a
strong dislike for attempts to prove that something is false just
because scholars don't see eye-to-eye. In the case of the Book of
Mormon, such facts prove only that the scholars disagree, not
that the book is phony. I suspect that such tactics would never
be used against the Bible. The fact that some biblical scholars
believe that Abraham 's Ur was in southern Iraq, while others
place it in southern Turkey, is never used to disprove the Bible!
In point of fact, some of the Latter-day Saint writers cited by
Ashment have no expertise in some of the topics-notably languages-about which they have written. And even those who
have such expertise occasionally find fault with each other's approaches, though this does not make them throw the baby (in
this case the Book of Mormon) out with the bathwater (theories
about the book). Thus, I find myself disagreeing with a number
of others on the matter of the language in which the Book of
Mormon was written, but thi s disagreement does not cast a
negative shadow on the book itself.
For example, I agree with Ashment in his assessment of the
work done by Stubbs, Rust, and olhers, and with a number of
his minor points. I am especially in agreement with hi s denunciation of the wordprint studies; indeed. I would have been more
harsh in my criticism. To me the problem is twofold: (I ) The
wordprint studies were made of an English tran slation of a text
said to have been written in another language (in which case it
should reflect the language of the translator more than that of the
original author). (2) The particles used in the wordprint studies
(e.g., the word "of') are often nonexistent in Hebrew. which
instead uses sy ntax to express the meaning of the English particles. I strongly object to determinations made on words that
could not have existed in the original.
I totally disagree with the concept, reported by Martin Harris
and mentioned by Ashment, that Joseph Smith claimed to have
seen English words translated from the plates whenever he
looked into the stone(s) and that these words disappeared only
after they had been written down correctly. We have no such
information from Joseph Smith, only second-hand accounts

34

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON ll~E BOOK QFMORMON 611 (1994)

from someone who could not known from his own experience
how it worked. The fact that Oliver Cowdery. when attempting
to follow Joseph' s lead in translating the book , was told to study
it out in his mind (D&C 9:7- 10) tells me that the Harris story is
probably untrue, regardless of how many Latter-day Saints may
believe it. Joseph Smith's subsequent corrections to the
manuscript and to the printed Book of Mormon, openly admitted
by the Prophet ,38 provide evidence that Joseph Smith's story
did not include the "English-sentences-in-the-stonc" concept.
Ashment accuses Latter-day Saint sc holars of having
"scoured" the Book of Mormon text for " 'ev idence' of their
[preconceived] assumption" that its original language was
Hebrew or Egyptian. I cannot speak for others who have written
about Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon. I can only say that I
did not deliberately search for such evidences. During the normal course of reading the Book of Mormon (which I always do
at least once a year), I simply ran across things that struck me as
strange in English but which made sense in Hebrew. I had no
preconceived notion s about the Book of Mormon reflecting a
Hebrew background. At the time I wrote my first article on the
subject in 1970, 1 was totally unaware of the work previously
done by such people as Brookbank, Pack, Bramwell , and
Sperry. J9
While some Lauer-day Saint writers have believed that the
entire Book of Mormon is a "literal" translation from Hebrew or
Egyptian, such a view is, to me, unacceptable. In my 1970
study, I hyperboli cally said that the English translation was "in
many respects a nearly literal translation."40 I omitted all reference to literalness in my updated vers ion of 1986. 4 1 In 1991 , I
wrote that Joseph Smith's " translation reflects the Hebrew
38 He 4:494-95.

39 Thomas W. Brookbank , Improvement Era (December 1909- April
1910, July-Oclober 19 14, December 1914); Sidney B. Sperry, Im provement
Era (October 1954); E. Craig Bramwell, Improvement Era (July 196 1); M.
DeJoy Pack, "'Possible Lexical Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon (Words
of Mormon-Moroni)," M.A. thesis, BYU, 1973.
40 John A. Tvedtnes, "Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon: A
Preliminary Survey," BYU Studies (Autumn 1970): 50.
41 John A. Tvedtnes, "Since the Book of Mormon is largely the
record of a Hebrew people. is the writing characteristic of the Hebrew
Language?" I Have a Question, The Ensign (October 1986): 64-66,
reprinted with few modifications in A Su re Foundation: Answers to
Difficult GO!ipef Questions (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1988),2 1-26.
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words and word order of the ori ginal" Nephite record. 4 2 My in ~
lenl was to show that the original was refle cted by what 1 tenned
"Hebraisms" in the text of the English Book of Mormon. But as
I reread the sentence in preparation for this present article, 1 real ~
ized that it went beyond what I meant to say and implied that the
entire Book of Mormon reflected a Hebrew original. This is, of
co urse, not true . Were it so, the Book of Mormon would be
mostly unintelligible to an Engli sh-speaking audience.
That Joseph Smith used the language of the King James
Bible has long been acknowledged by Latter-day Saint scholars,
though they disagree on how that came to be. Unlike Ashment
and others, I do not consider the use of precise New Testament
phraseology in pre~Christian Book of Mormon passages to be
negative, as long as the idea fits the passage. After ail, Joseph
Smith rendered the Book of Mormon in English theological
terms of his day, most of which derived from the King James
Bible.
When discussing Bramwell 's work, Ashment notes "excep~
tions" to the rule. For Ashment, the Book of Mormon must
appa rently be all Hebrew in syntax in order for Hebrai sms to be
valid . But most would not claim that the e ntire book was
Hebraic in nature, only that it occasionally reflects Hebrew sy n~
tax and idioms. Ashmenl points 10 I Nephi 2:4, where the pos~
sessive pronoun "his" is repeated for all of the nouns except
" provisions" and " te nts." Had he read my 1984 F.A.R.M.S.
paper, "Was Lehi a Caravaneer?," he would have seen that I use
thi s as evi dence that the provisions and tents were not part of
Lehi's home storage but were acquired specificaJly for the trip
into the wilderness. Viewed from this perspective, the lack of
pronouns for these two words is perfectly reasonable.
Ashment's dismissal of cognate accusatives as evidence of
an underl ying Hebrew structure is a bit humorou s. He ends up
illu strating how English can do the same with sentences such as
" He died a violent death. He is living a sad and lonely life. He
laughed a little short ugly laugh. He sighed a sigh of ineffable
satisfaction." However, English uses such terms only when they
are more descripti ve. We do not say, in Engli sh, " He died a
death," " he lived a life," " he laughed a laugh," or " he sighed a
42 John A. T vedtnes, "The Hebrew Background of the Book of
Mormon," in John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne, cds., Rediscovering
the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S.,
1991).77-91.
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sigh." Indeed, these would not exist in Hebrew either, since the
Hebrew equivalents of these verbs are stative or intransitive. But
Hebrew (like the Book of Mormon) does have sentences such as
"I dreamed a dream" which, without a qualifier (e.g., "He
dreamed a bad dream"), are not standard English.
Ashment attacks my explanation of the use of subordinate
clauses in Hebrew to qualify the predicate of a sentence. He begins by saying that my biblical example, "and God saw the light
that it wao; good," was invalid because "good" is here a predicate
adjective and not a verb as in the Book of Mormon examples I
gave. While this is a correct statement, Ashment fails to tell us
that "good" is not the predicate of the main sentence; "light" is.
The Hebrew word !OQ ("good") is the predicate adjective in the
subordinate clause for which the subject ("if') is understood.
Perhaps I should have used as my example the sentence he cites
from Genesis 6:2, where the pronoun is written out in the
Hebrew text rather than being understood. Ashment wrongly
states that the "more literal English translation" of this verse
would be "and the sons of God saw that the daughters of
mankind were beautiful." This is far from a "literal" translation.
The sentence literally reads, "and the sons of God saw the
daughters of mankind that they (were) beautiful." The word
"were" mu st be supplied in English because Hebrew uses equa~
tional sentences instead of the copula to express being (though
stative verbs also exist). Evidently, Ashment knows nothing of
equational sentences. In this case, the subordinate clause, "they
(were) beautiful," is introduced by "that." Had the Hebrew read
like Ashment's "literal" translation, it would have been wayyjr'u
iJene )eJ6him ki .t6pollJcnol ha~ )iigiim rather than wayyir'u bene

'616him

'el~benol hJ!.~1igam

ki.ro!JOl hennlih.

I should be flattered by the fact that the order of topics in
Ashment's Appendix A follows my own published work.43
This appendix li sts the various categories of what have been
called "Hebraisms" in the Book of Mormon, noting similar
examples from the Book of Commandments. Ashment's
purpose is to show that Joseph Smith authored both books.
Believers, faced with the sa me evidence, would argue that
Joseph was inspired by the same God in dictating the contents of
both books. But even in that case, the evidentiary value of
Hebraisms in establishing the antiquity of the Book of Mormon

43 Ibid.
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would be considerably lessened if Ashment's evidence is
accepted. However, most of the examples listed by Ashment are
quotes from the scriptures, a common feature in Joseph Smith's
revelations. One would, of course, expect that the quotes would
follow the Bible and the Book of Mormon. Ashment's listing
will undoubtedly provoke further studies into the question of
whether the English of the Book of Mormon reflects an original
Hebrew structure. My serendipitous approach to this subject
prevents me from making such an exhaustive search, though I
expect that 1 shall continue to take note of anything unusual
whenever I encounter it.
Nearly four pages of Ashment's article are devoted to a table
in which he has arbitrarily divided Book of Mormon names into
"stems" and "affixes" from which he then concludes that "it is
difficult to justify an ancient origin" (p. 347) for these. 44
However, real stems and affixes have meaning, either lexical or
grammatical. And meanings can, in fact, be established for a
large number of Book of Mormon names. Ashment's arbitrary
division of these names, however, destroys the real structure. At
the risk of sounding Brodian (from the mindreader Fawn
Brodie), I believe that Ashment deliberately distorted the names
in this manner. I come to this conclusion because his language
skills do nOl allow for unwiuingly misrepresenting lhe Book of
Mormon onomasticon.
Though he deliberately omits biblical names found in the
Book of Mormon from his table, at least one of the names in the
table (Akish) is also found in the Bible and, by Ashment's standards, should be considered a borrowing from the KJV. But
Ashment, who apparently knows Hebrew, unknowingly (?) divides it incorrectly, thus placing it in the same untenable position
as the nonbiblical names. Other names that have obvious
Hebrew etymologies he likewise divides incorrectly in what
seems to me to be a clear attempt to discredit the Book of
Mormon rather than to discover any truth.
Ashment protests too much when, in disputing Sorenson's
statements about the ability to use the Egyptian writing system
"without regard to tongue," he declares that the hieroglyphic
system was "integrally tied to the Egyptian language" (p. 34l).
Egyptian hieroglyphs were used to transliterate Semitic words
borrowed during the late period, as Albright's study of the
44 See the review by John Gee, in this volume, pages 51-120.
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"Egyptian Syllabic Orthography" shows.45 Moreover, it was
Egyptian symbols that were used in the Proto-Sinai tic script that
became the ancestor of the Hebrew and other alphabets.46
Ashment also dismisses Stephen Ricks' s di sc ussion of a
modified Bible text whose underlying language is Aramaic but
which is wrinen in the Coptic alphabet used for the latest form of
the Egyptian language. Ricks demonstrates by this example that
it is not unknown to transcribe a text in one language into the
writing system of another, such as is described in I Nephi 1:2
and Mormon 9:32. I find it interest ing that Ashment does not
address the question of an ostracon containing a text written in a
combination of Egyptian hieratic and Hebrew characters found at
Arad, west of the Dead Sea, and dating to ca. 600 B.C. I dis·
cussed the text in a paper presented in October 1970, in which I
also noted that the numbers used in ancient Hebrew documents
were of Egyptian origin-a fact long acknowledged by Semitic
epigraphers. 47 Since then. another ostracon written in Egyptian
hieratic and interspersed with several occurrences of the Hebrew
word )iiliiphfm ("thousands") has been found in the northern
Sinai peninsula.48
Ashment notes that the long periphrasti c sentences some·
times found in the Book of Mormon are not a feature of the
Hebrew language. which uses concise sentences. While this is
usually true. there are some examples of lengthy periphrasis in
the books of Judges and Samuel. though none of them as long
as some of the larger Book of Mormon examples. 49 Part of the
Book of Mormon proble m is the punctuation, which was intro·
duced into the text first by the printer, then later modified by
Orson Pratt and James E. Talmage. But there are some genuine
45 William F. Albright, Vocalization of the Egyptian Syllabic
Orthography (New Haven: Yale, 1934); see also William F. Albright and
Thomas O. Lambdin , "New Material fo r the Egyptian Syllabic
Ortho~raphy," Journal of Semitic Studies 212 (Apri l 1957): 113·27.
46 William F. Albright, Proto-Sinailic Inscriptions and Their
Decipherment (London: Oxford University Press, 1969).
47 John A. Tvedtnes, "Linguistic Implication s of the Tel Arad
Ostraca," Newsle lter GIld Proceedings of the Society for Early Historic
Archaeology 127 (October 197 1): 1- 5.
48 Rudolph Cohen, "Did I Excavate Kadesh-BarneaT Biblical
Archaeology Review (May/June 1981): 20-33.
49 Note the parenthetical departures in Judges 3: 1-5; 4: 10-12; 10: 1811:4; 16:8-9,26- 28; 1 Samuel 4: 14-- 16; 13: 19- 22 and 14:1 ; 14:49-50;
17: 18-20; 19:3 1-33; 20:23-26; 2 1:7; 25:2-4.
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examples of extremely lengthy sentences containing excursuses
necessary to the reader's understanding. Ashment objects that,
in view of the writing medium, one should not expect to see
Mormon or others wasting precious space on the plates. But it is
precisely because of the metallic medium that we should expect
to find more lengthy and convoluted sentences. Unable to erase
what he had already engraved, the author would have made the
best of it by moving 011. Admittedly, the same argument could
be made for someone like Joseph Smith dictating to a scribe.
Ashment surprises me when he dogmatically declares
(p. 360 n. 38) that the pronunciation guide published in the
1869 Deseret alphabet edition of the Book of Mormon was evidence for how Joseph Smith pronounced the name Nephi.
Joseph Smith had been dead for more than a quarter of a century
by the time this edition came off the press and the Deseret alphabet, invented by Orson Pratt in Deseret (Utah), was unknown in
the Prophet's time. The pronunciation guide is therefore of
marginal value in determining how Joseph Smith pronounced
the name, much Jess how the Nephites pronounced it.
Ashment's only reason for introducing this nonsense is to enable
him to attack John Gee's suggestion of an ancient Egyptian origin for the name Nephi. I would like to provide an alternative
possibility to Gee's proposal, believing that the Egyptian nfy,
"wind, sail, ship's captain," is a closer match. But Ashment, not
wanting to acknowledge an ancient origin for the name, resorts
to inventing facts that do not exist in order to prove his point.
When it comes to the Isaiah variants in the Book of
Mormon, Ashment avoids the very favorable arguments in favor
of the Nephite version and proceeds to attack only the weak
ones, i.e., examples where there is minimal support for the
Book of Mormon variant or where other ancient versions disagree with the Masorah/KJV without supporting the Book of
Mormoll. I discussed sume of the stcunger cases in a 1982
paper. 50 For a detailed discussion of all variants, see my lengthy
study, "Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon."51
I was also disappointed that, in his discussion of Joseph
Smith's "Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar," Ashment perpelU50 John A. Tvedlnes, "Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon," in
Monte S. Nyman, ed .• Isaiah alld the Prophets (Provo: Brigham Young
University and Bookcraft, 1984), 165- 77 .
51 John A. Tvedtnes, "Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon,"
F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1981.
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ates the anti-Mormon rhetoric about Joseph Smith interpreting
real and invented Egyptian symbol s in terms of "parts and
degrees," as if these were grammatical terms. As long ago as
1970, I demonstrated in a symposiu m paper that these are
merely coordinates used by Joseph Smith to denote from which
part of the papyri the symbol had been taken. 52 Thus, the "first
part of the first degree" refers to the first column of script on the
papyrus scrap containing what became Facsimile 1 in the Book
of Abraham, called "the first degree" in the Egyptian Alphabet
and Grammar. The "first part of the second degree" denotes
symbols found in the first (right-hand) ruled column (marked in
one-inch penciled lines on the paper to which the papyrus was
glued) of what Nibley called "the small Sensen papyrus," but
which Joseph Smith termed "the second degree." Knowing that
these are not grammatical terms, one comes to realize that the
Alphabet and Grammar is not an attempt to "translate" the sym·
bois, but to explain them exegetically. In all this, however, there
is no hint that Joseph Smith performed that work under divine
inspiration; again, he was working it out in his mind. From the
spaci ng on the pages of the Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar, it
is clear that the Book of Abraham as we know it had already
been produced and that the work was being projected backward
into the "grammar." It was not a grammar in the linguistic sense
of the word. I have done some work with this material and hope
to find time in the next few years (after completing some other
projects) to get it into print. But I don't expect the criticism to
stop in the meanwhile.

Brent Lee Metcalfe
"The Priority of Mosiah:
A Prelude to Book of Mormon Exegesis"
Metcalfe begins his article by providing valuable in sights
into the order in which the books comprising the Book of
Mormon were dictated. 53 Recapping evidences already elicited
by a number of other writers. he adds material from his own
research and corrects document errors that have crept into the lit·

52 John A. Tvedtnes, "The Critics of the Book of Abraham," in John
A. Tvedtnes, ed .. Book of Abraham Symposium (Salt Lake City: Institute
of Religion, 1971).73-74.
S3 See the review by Matthew Roper, in this volume, pages 362-78.
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erature . These corrections are supported by photographs of portions of the manuscripts.
Of particular interest is the pattern that emerges in the use of
certain words when Mosiah is considered to be the first book
dictated after the loss of the 116 pages. This pattern shows
Joseph Smith's tendency to move from one form of a word to an
alternate version of the same (e.g., " whosoever" to "whoso" and
"t herefore" to "wherefore"). However, when I Nephi is posited
as the first book, the pattern disappears. In the past. researchers
have sometimes seen the varying use of such words as evidence
for different authorship of the various books in the Book of
Mormon. In view of the mounting evidence for the priority of
Mosiah, these views now seem untenable. The variants are more
likely due to a shift in Joseph Smith's usage of the words.54
Metcalfe correlates this shift with a shift involving the same
words in the revelations dictated by Joseph Smith during the
time the Book of Mormon was being produced. His evidence
shows that, over time, the same pattern is seen in sections 3-12,
14-19 of the Doctrine and Covenants.
Metcalfe may be surprised to see me agreeing with him,
since, in his article, he quotes me as suggesting that "therefore"
was used by Mormon , while "w herefore" was used by Moroni
and on the small plates and is perhaps evidence of different
authorship in the various books. Had he read the whole paragraph in the article from which he quotes, he would have noted
that I also wrote, "I am not [emphasis added] proposing that this
interpretation is right and that of the Tanners wrong. My point is
that the same statistical data may be used to support different
viewpoints, in which case it is hardly evidence at all unless taken
in context with other evidences."ss
Metcalfe believes that "occurrences of 'therefore' and
'wherefore' in Book of Mormon passages deriving from the
King James Version of the Bible (KJV ) elucidate the interplay
between narrati ve created by Smith and narrative dependent on
54 This is not to say that evidence of different authorship is nonexistent, onty that the words that show a clear patterned shift, as described by
Metcalfe. when Mosian priority is considered. should be excluded from such
studies. Moreover, because a single individual (Joseph Smith) translated the
Book of Mormon, I suspect that evidence of different authorship of the various books may not be so readily apparent.
55 John A. Tvedtnes, review of Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Coveril1g
Up Ille Black. Ho le ill the Book. of Mormoll, in Review of Books on the
Book. of Mormon 3 (1991): 213.
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extern al sources" (p. 411 ). To illustrate, he notes that Joseph
Smi th "tends to ret ai n [or1 delete, but not alter the term
'therefore' or 'wherefore' in a biblical source he is copyi ng,"
even if it is not the one he is curreolly using in the adjacent text,
while favoring his own term whenever embellishing the biblical
source. While this indicates to Metcalfe that Joseph Smith was
simply taking Bible passages and building the story of the Book
of Mormon around them, it need not be so. It is just as likely
that he employed the KJV reading of Bible quotes in the Ncphite
record because that was what was most familiar to his nine·
teenth-centu ry American audience. His personal preference for
"therefore" or "wherefore" at any given time is then reflected in
the rest of the translation. It is a simple enough explanation,
unless one insists that Joseph Smith saw English words in the
slone(s), which, as I indicated above, I do not. 56
Building on his study of the distribution of the variants
"therefore" and "wherefore," Metcalfe moves on to examine
other apparent inconsistencies that he believes are best understood when one realizes that the book of Mosiah was dictated
before the small plates of Nephi (I Nephi through Words of
Mormon).
One of hi s examples is the bi rthdate of Chri st, which, in 3
Nephi, is placed six hundred years after the departure of Lehi
from Jerusalem (3 Nephi I: I). Si nce this part of the Book of
Mormon was dictated before references to the prophecy about
56 How and why Joseph Smith used KJV language has been a matter
of debate among Latter-day Saint scholars for some time. Lacking an explanation from the Prophet himself. we shall perhaps never know the real reason. My opinion, expressed in several previous works, is that he used the
KJV text wherever applicable because it conveyed to the people of his day
the aura and authenticity of scripture. To have departed from this language
might have made the Book of Mormon less acceptable. With the current
trend toward modern English Bible translations of the Bible. the RLDS
Church issued a modern English revision of the Book of Mormon in 1966. I
have frequently been asked by Latter-day Sai nts if we should not use one of
the modern English translations in place of the KJV. I refer them to statements by the First Presidency and then add two points of my own: ( I)
Despite its problems. the KJV is no worse a translalion than more recen!
translations and is. to a certain extent, more literal. (2) Were we to use another translation, the parallels between the KJV and the Book of Mormon
and Doctrine and Covenants would no longer be apparent, making it more
difficult to make comparisons between them. Though they would disagree
with my motives, most of the authors who contributed to the Metcalfe volume would presumably applaud my second point.
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the six hundred years (1 Nephi 10:4; 19:8; 25: 19), Metcalfe
concludes that the passages in I Nephi depend on the information previously dictated in 3 Nephi I: 1. He reinforces this idea
by noting that Benjamin and Alma seem uncertain of the time of
Christ's birth, saying only that it would be soon. The most damaging passage is Alma 13:25, where Alma declares, "Would to
God that it might be in my day ." While this could be read as
uncertainty about when Christ would come (especially in view
of the words "let it be sooner or later"), it might simply mean, "I
wish it could be in my day," with no real evidence of uncertainty.
Nevertheless, I suspect that Alma was unaware of the sixhundred-year prophecy. Metcalfe takes me to task (p. 417 n. 26)
for saying that Alma may have been unfamiliar with the small
plates and for suggesting that Mormon 's discovery of these
plates when he searched the records had been prompted by mention of them on the large plates of Nephi. Mormon explicitly
states that it was only after abridging the record "down to the
reign of this king Benjamin" to whom Amaleki had delivered the
small plates (Omni I :25) that he "searched among the records
which had been delivered into my hands, and I found these
plates" (Words of Mormon 1:3). Mormon , and perhaps Alma
before him , possessed a large volume of records. Indeed ,

Mormon noted that there were " many records" kept by the
Nephites and that hi s abridgment contained only "a hundredth
part" of them (Helaman 3: 13-15). Under such circumstances, it
would have been easy for him to have been unaware of the existence of the small plates until he searched for them.
But what about Alma? Metcalfe notes that Alma 36:22
" parallels almost verbatim the account of Lehi 's vision" in I
Nephi I :8. Based on this and on the priority of Mosiah, he
believes that I Nephi 1:8 is quoting AJma 36:22 rather than viceversa. But there is a third possibility: Alma may have been
quoting from the large plates of Nephi. To me, it is inconceivable that Lehi' s vision would not have been recorded on the
large plates, which were prepared by Nephi long before the
small plates. It was, after all, the primal vision for Lehi. And
since Nephi wrote both accounts, we should not wonder that the
account read s the same-or nearly so--on both sets of plates.
Had the ll6 pages lost by Martin Harris survived, we would
know whether the quote was copied into Mormon' s abridgment
of the large plates.
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Metcalfe also sees Christ's appearance to the Nephites in 3
Nephi as a late development in the Book of Mormon. which was
then retrofitted into prophecies from the time of Nephi (1 Nephi
12:4-8; 13:35; 2 Nephi 26:4-9; 32:6). With Joseph Smith being
the author, rather than the translator, of the Book of Mormon,
this would have been possible only because 1 and 2 Nephi were
dictated after 3 Nephi. Metcalfe points to the fact that prophecies
of Christ in the early part of Mormon's abridgment (those of
Benjamin, Abinadi, and both Almas) do not mention the appearance of the resurrected Christ to the descendants of Lehi. The
concept was introduced in Alma 16:20 (cf. also Alma 45: 10--14)
and could therefore not have been known before that time.
The fact that Benjamin, Abinadi, and Alma, do not mention
that Christ would appear in the New World is not, in my view,
problematic. Their main theme was, after all, the atonement. On
the other hand, Nephi's account in I Nephi 12:4-8; 13:35 is
couched in a vision about the future of his own descendants and
what would happen to them. Moreover, in I Nephi 19: 10-12;
22: 16--18, Nephi speaks of the destruction that would come at
the time of Christ's crucifixion. but does not mention the
appearance of Christ in the New World. Since. by Metcalfe's
reckoning, the two events were already inextricably tied by
Joseph Smith in 3 Nephi 8-11 before he dictated I Nephi, they
should be mentioned together in the latter. But since these passages are silent on Christ's coming in the very context of the
destructions that immediately preceded that appearance, should
we be surprised that other early Book of Mormon prophets left
that information out of their discourses? By contrast, note 2
Nephi 26:4-9, where both the destruction and Christ's appearance arc mentioned. If we can grant I Nephi the option to
include or omit reference to Christ's appearance in the New
World, can we not do the same for the books of Mosiah and
Alma?

As a test, we can take another significant event that occurs in
the latter part of the Book of Mormon and see if it fits Metcalfe's
pattern showing Joseph Smith to be the author of the Book of
Mormon. I refer to the destruction of the Nephites by the
Lamanites, which takes place in Mormon 5-6. As expected, the
event is prophesied in the small plates (1 Nephi 12:12-15, 1920; 13:35; 2 Nephi 5:25; 26:9-11; Jacob 3:3-4; Enos 1:13;
Jarom 1:10). But it is also found throughout Mormon's abridgment (Mosiah 29: 17; Alma 37:28, 31; 45: 10-14; Helaman 7:28;
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13:6- 10). The event is placed some four hundred years after
Christ's appearance in Mormon 8:6 (cf. Moroni 10: I). But
strangely, the prophecy in 1 Nephi 12:12; 26:9 knows nothing
of the four hundred years and speaks of the "fourth generation,"
as in 3 Nephi 27:32. If Joseph Smith merely borrowed from the
later stories to invent a prophecy in the name of Nephi, why did
he not use the latest information from Mormon 8:6, four hundred years? Of special interest is the fact that both the fourth
generation and the four hundred years are mentioned in prophecies found in Mormon's abridgment (Alma 45: 10, 12; Helaman
13:9-10).
Another example of what Metcalfe considers to be a development beginning late in the Book of Mormon but reflected on
the small plates (the "replacement text," as he calls it) is the
nalure of baptism. He points out that in Mosiah, Alma, and
Helaman, as also in the pre-Christian chapters of 3 Nephi, baptism is "penitent," i.e., for repentance, while after the appearance of Christ, it is "c hristocentric," Christ-centered, being performed in Christ's name. This begins with 3 Nephi II and goes
through Moroni 7 and is repeated in 2 Nephi 9:23-24; 31: tl 12.
Metcalfe indicates that "the sole exception [in the preChristian passages] is in Alma's injunction to be 'baptized in the
name of the Lord' (Mosiah 18: to)," declaring it to be a borrowing from Acts 10:48.57 Metcalfe believes that Joseph Smith borrowed the entire concept of baptism from the Bible and that he
deliberately copied "the evolving baptismal model of the KJV"
from the time of John the Baptist through that of Paul and the
Apostles. But if Joseph Smith were this methodical about plagiarizing the Bible, why would he make this "sole exception" in
the story of Alma? Besides, Metcalfe omits from his list Alma
62:45, where people are said to be baptized "unto the Lord their
God." He would probably respond that this is not the same as
being baptized "in the name" of Jesus Christ. One could argue
that there is no difference in meaning, only ill the wording. More
57 Metcalfe adds that, despite "Alma's injunction to be 'baptized in
the name of the Lord' ... his subsequent baptisms are performed in no
one's name." One could similarly argue that the New Testament's injunctions to be baptized in Christ's name are similarly "misplaced," since the
baptismal formula is "in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Ghost." As the sacramental prayers make it clear, baptism in the name
of Christ has the principal meaning of taking upon oneself his name.
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to the point, baptism is for both repentance and to take upon
oneself the name of Christ. Alma 7: 14, while speaking of baptism for repentance, adds that the initiate should have "faith on
the Lamb of God, who taketh away the sins of the world."
Similarly, Mosiah 26:22 speaks of those who "believe in my
name" being "baptized unto repentance." This is similar to Alma
9:27. which Metcalfe lists under "penitent baptism" rather than
"christocentric baptism," although it clearly fits into both categories. After speaking of "the Son of God. .. the Only
Begotten of the Father" (Alma 9:26). Alma declares. "he cometh
to redeem those who will be baptized unto repentance, through
faith on his name" (Alma 9:27). Even by Metcalfe's reckoning,
these passages could not have been influenced by the wording
found in 3 Nephi.
Metcalfe's distinction between the baptism of repentance and
baptism in the name of Christ is totally unwarranted, Acts 19:35 notwithstanding.58 If John's baptism was for repentance only,
why did Jesus, who was without sin, submit to it? Besides,
repentance was not left out of the baptismal covenant at the time
of Christ's appearance to the Nephites. Baptism in Christ's
name and repentance are mentioned together in a number of
post-Christian passages (3 Nephi 11:37-38 : 18:11 . 16; 21:6;
27:20; 30:2; 4 Nephi 1: I; Mormon 7:8; Ether4:18; Moroni 7:34)
and in two places on the small plates (2 Nephi 9:23-24; 31: 1112). Perhaps more significant is the fact that repentance and
baptism are sometimes linked in post-Christian passages without
mention of the "name" (Mormon 3:2; Moroni 8: 10-11 ,25).59 If
we follow Metcalfe's reasoning, these are out of place, since
they are belong to the category of "penitent baptism" that he
58 1 have always read Acts 19:3-6 differently from most Latter-day
Saints, believing verse 5 to be part of Paul's words referring to those who
heard the message of John the Baptist. If John's baptism was of no value, it
is difficult to understand why Jesus would have subm itted to the ordinance.
Because the baptism that John said Jesus would bring was the baptism of
the Spirit (Matthew 3:11), it is logical to see Acts 19:6 as Paul' s response
to the men who had "not so much as heard whether there be any Hol y
Ghost" (Acts 19:2). But to baptize them again after they had received John's
baptism makes no sense to me. I may be wrong in this assessment, and the
Greek text may contain nuances that my minimal exposure to that language
cannot detect.
59 Cf. 2 Nephi 31: 17. However, verse 16 says that, in being baptized,
one follows the example of "the Son," while verses 11 -13 speak of repenting and being baptized in the name of the Son.
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believes c haracterized the pre-Christian passages of the Book of
Mormon.
Even weaker, in my opinion, is Metcalfe's study of the
distribution of the word "churches" in the Book of Mormon.
The use of "c hurches" in the later denominational sen se rather
than the congregational se nse of the early Nephite church came
about as a natural result of population growth and apostasy fol lowi ng the visit of Christ. 60 Metcalfe does not dispute this
developmen t, thou gh he makes it part of Joseph Smith's plan
rather than historical in nature. Havi ng laid this foundation, he
then notes that the use of "church" and "churches" in I and 2
Nephi follows the later pattern in the Book of Monnon , in which
"churches" are different denominations. But since the passages
in the first two books of the Book of Mormon are, as Metcalfe
notes, eschatological in nature , the comparison, I believe, is
unwarranted. Nephi was not describing churches that actually
existed in hi s day. To be sure, Moroni also spoke of these future
denominations in Monnon 8 (a fact also noted by Metcalfe). But
this only rei nforces the fact that the lerm is used in different
se nses eve n in the later part of the Book of Mormon. Metcalfe
also does not account for Nephi's mention of "the church" that
existed in his day (1 Nephi 4:26).
I am also unconvinced by Metcalfe's developmental theory
about the number of witnesses who would see the plates.
Omitting mention of more than three in a given passage is no different than Mormon or Moroni speaking of baptism and repentance without say ing that the ordinance is perfonned in the name
of Christ (Mormon 3:2; Moron i 8: 10-11 , 25), discussed above.
Metcalfe , like others before him , notes that wording found in
the book of Mal achi is found in pre-Ch ri stian portion s of the
Book of Mormon, where it is anachronistic. This is because
Malachi lived after Lehi' s departure from Jerusalem and it was
Christ who, accord ing to 3 Nephi 24-25, had the Nephites

record these words. Part of the wording of Malachi 4: I is found
60 The growth in population also accounts for the establishment of
different "churc hes" or congregations in the days of Alma and Mosiah
(Mosiah 25:18- 19, 21-23; 29:47). Prior to that time, Benjamin had assembled all of his people together (Mosiah 2:28-29). The word "church," of
course. means an "assemblage." The assembling of the people prior to the
time Alma founded the churches in Zarahem la is mentioned in Mosiah
18:25 and is also used to describe events in subsequent time periods (Mosiah
25:21: Alma 15: 17; 21 :6, 20; 22:7).
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in I Nephi 22: 15; 2 Nephi 26:4, 6. Metcalfe rejects the view thal
both Nephi and Malachi cited a common source dating from earlier times. Yet the concept (and much of the wording) in Malachi
4:1 is found in Isaiah 5:24; 33:11; 47: 14 (ef. Obadiah 1:18) and
Nahum I: 10, implying that there may, indeed, have been an earlier source.
There is not a complete parallel between the wording of 1
Nephi 22:24 and Malachi 4:2. The only words common to both
are "as calves of the stalL" The words "calves ... of the stall"
are also found in Amos 6:4. Nevertheless, the I Nephi and
Malachi passages are preceded, in each case, by the verse that
speaks of people being consumed or burned as stubble, showing
a tie. But again, the wording is not identical in the two verses
and paraJlels can be found elsewhere, as noted above.
To Metcalfe, the evidence clearly shows that Joseph Smith
used Malachi during the writing of 1 Nephi 22. But since the
Prophet must have known, from hi s translation of 3 Nephi 26:2.
that Malachi was not had among the Nephites prior to the coming of Christ, it seems strange that he should entrap himse lf in
such a manner were he the author of the Book of Mormon rather
than its translator. The most plausible explanation is that both
Nephi and Malac hi relied on a common source for these few
points of contact.
In a footnote (p. 421 n. 3 1). Metcalfe compares the convocation under King Benjamin (Mosiah 2--6) with nineteenth-century revivalistic camp-meetings known to Joseph Smith. Having
done so, he dismisses comparisons made by thi s author and
others of the Nephite assembly with the ancient Israelite feast of
tabernacles. 6 1 He does note the dependence of the camp meetin gs on the biblical feast. however. But hi s dismissal of the
comparison of the Book of Mormon story with the feast of
tabernacles is unwarranted, since he does not account for the fact
that Benjamin's assembly also has features assoc iated with the
feast in nonbiblical literature unavailable in Joseph Smith's day.

61 The latest published iteration of my work is found in the article
"King Benjamin and the Feast of Tabernacles," in John M. Lundquist and
Stephen O. Ricks, eds., By Study afld Also by Faith: Es.mys ifl HOflor of
Hugh N i bley. 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Oeserel Book and FA.R.M.S.,
1990),2: 197- 237.
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Christ in the Book of Mormon
Ashment (p. 24), Metcalfe (pp. 427-33), and Charles
(p. 86 n. 6) criticize the Book of Mormon for using the Greek
word "Chri st." This old argument, often raised by critics of the
Book of Mormon, is unbecoming of these more scholarly writers, who have no need to grasp at straws. Saying that the use of
the Greek "Christ" is evidence against the Book of Mormon
because the Nephites knew no Greek is like saying that the use
of the French borrowing "bruit" (meaning "rumor") in KJV
Jeremiah 10:22 proves the Bible false because the Jews of
Jeremiah 's time didn't know French! We are, after all, dealing
with an English translation, and English has adopted a very large
number of foreign words that, through time, have become
acceptable English. Joseph Smith's use of the latter term in preChristian Book of Mormon passages is justified by the fact that
it was the preeminent term for "anointed one" used in his own
culture. There is no hint here that the Book of Mormon contained a Greek word or that the term rendered "Christ" by
Joseph Smith was foreign to pre-Christian Israelites.
Metcalfe's complaint that "Christ" was not the "name" of
Jesus, as the Book of Mormon has it but, rather, a title, is misleading. Had the Book of Mormon used the term epithet. perhaps the debate would have ended. The fact is that the term
"name" and "title" are both epithets. Surnames were originally
epithets denoting one's occupation, provenance, or status. Thus,
"Joseph Smith" originally denominated a man named Joseph
who was a smith or metalworker.
More important is the fact that, in Hebrew, a single word
denotes both "name" and "title." This is illustrated in the following well-known passage from Isaiah 9:6: "His name shall be
called Wonderful. Counsellor, the mighty God, the everlasting
Father. the Prince of Peace." Whether or not one accepts this as
a prophecy of Jesus, it is clear that this lengthy "name" consists
of a series of titles. As for Joseph Smith's subsequent modification of the "name" of the Messiah in early passages of the Book
of Monnon, isn' t it logical to assume that he was struggling with
how to express in his own language-English-a term that may
not have been completely compatible but which, in prophetic
terms, denoted the Savior?
Those who complain about the use of "Christ" in the Book
of Mormon have often criticized the use of the French word
"adieu" in Jacob 7:27 on similar grounds, i.e., the Nephites did
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not know French. The utter stupidity of such arguments continues to amaze me. The ancient Israelites also knew no English,
but this doesn '( mean we should reject translations of the Bible
containing the English word "God"! Moreover, the French word
adieu, often misspelled "adeo" by Americans, is a regular borrowing in English. It is found in at least two songs, "Red River
Valley" ("Do not hasten to bid me adoo") and "There is a Tavern
in the Town" ("Adoe, adoo kind friends, adoo"). And on that
note, I bid you adieu!

Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches 10 the Book of
Monnon: ExploraiWttf in Critical Metlwdowgy.

La Tra hison des Clercs: On the Language and
Translation of the Book of Mormon
Reviewed by John Gee

o ye Twelve and all saints, profit by this important
Key that in all your trials troubles &, temptations, afflictio ns bonds imprisonments & death See to it that you do
not betray heaven, Ihal you do nol betray Jesus Christ,
thaI you do not betray your Brethren, & that you do not
betray the revelations of God whether in the bible, Book
of Mormon , or Doctrine & Covenants, or any of the
word of God. Yea in all your kicking, & floundering see
to it that you do not this thing lest innocent blood be
found upon your skirts & you go down to hell. We may
ever know by this sign that there is danger of our being
led to a fall & apostasy.
- Joseph Smith, 2 July 1839 1
" Beware of all disaffected Characters for they come
not to build up but to destroy & scatter abroad."

- Joseph Smith, 4 September 1837'

Wilford Woodruff Journal, 2 Jul y 1839 in WJS, 7- 8 = HC, 3:385
= TPJS. 156-57. Also given in Scott G. Kenney, ed., Wilford Woodruff's
Journal. 10 vols. {Midvale, Utah: Signature Books. 1983}. 1:344. In c iting
modern editions from Joseph Sm ith 's writings. the following conventions
have been used: "=" is used when the same passage has been printed in more
than one source. ""," is used when the source after the sign is dependent
upon the source before the sign. The following abbreviations are used:PJS
for Dean C. Jessee. ed .. The Papers of Joseph Smith. 2 vols. to date (Salt
Lake Ci ty: Deseret Book. 1989-); PWJS for Dean C. Jessee. ed., The
Personal Writillgs of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1984).
WJS for Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook, The Words of Joseph Smith
(Salt Lake City: Re ligious Studies Center. 1980).

2

PJS2:220 = HC2:51\.
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For years, Brent Metcalfe bas been promising a collection of

essays that would shed new light on the Book of Mormon and
expose it for what he thinks it really is. The volume was
promised to have been a state-of-the-art work that would set new
standards of methodological rigor in Book of Mormon scholarship. Sad to say, this promised flood of light, now published, is
no floodlight. It seems to be more of a candle-a Roman candle,
a mere flash-in-the-pan. and something of a dud at that. If those
critics who wish to view the Book of Mormon as some sort of

nineteenth-century fiction were hoping to find some heavy
artillery in this collection with which to besiege the regnant view
of the Book of Mormon as an ancient book, they will be disappointed to find a mere hodge-podge of soggy fireworks, si nce
this volume is filled with (1) deceptive and specious claims, (2)
questionable assumptions. (3) shoddy methodology, and (4)
distorted facts. The following will show a number of these in the
contributions of Anthony Hutc hinson, Mark Thomas, Brent
Metcalfe, Stan Larson, and Edward Ashment.

Judging the Book by Its Cover
The "recurrent and oft-remarked pattern of misleading packaging" by Signature Books has been noted before) Therefore,
we should note precisely what is deceptive about the packaging
of this book.
First, the title, New Approaches to the Book of Mormon-a
subt le changing of the title of one of Hugh Nibley's essays,
"New Approaches to Book of Mormon Study"4-daims that the

3
On the line of deceptively packaged materials from Signature
Books, see Louis Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain and the Book of
Mormon," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 (1991): 305- 11;
Stephen E. Robinson, review of Dan Vogel, ed., The Word of God: Essays
on Mormon Scripture, in Review 0/ Books orr the Book of Mormon 3
(1991): 312- 18; Daniel C. Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers,"
Review of Books orr the Book of Mormon 4 (1992): xxxiii-xxxviii. xlviiiliv . The quote is from Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," xxxv. It
should be noted that Brent Lee Metcalfe's latest essay, "Apologetic and
Critical Assumptions about Book of Mormon Historicity," Dialog!1e 26/3
(Fall 1993): 153- 84, is also dubiously titled since the so-called "critical" assumptions are never critically examined.
4
The deceptiveness of the titles has already been discussed in
Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," xxxviii. The work by Nibley may
be found in CWHN 8:54-126.
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approaches are "new." But much of it is the same material that
critics have been peddling for years.s
Second, if we judge this book by its dust cover, we might be
struck by the citations of three deceased General Authorities
(specifically labelled by their ecclesiastical offices) on the back
of the dust-jacket where plaudits are usually found. This seems
to imply that these General Authorities would vigorously
approve of what Metcalfe and company are doing. My guess is
that, were they in the mortal sphere, they would not. I also suspect this is why dead prophets and long-forgotten quotes are
used;6 after all, the First Presidency has recently and explicitly
discouraged those who would "obscure evidence of [the Book
of Mormon's] ancient origin."7 Also depicted on the cover, the
fragment of the Printer's Manuscript with part of I Nephi
12: 16--22, the early cut of the hill Cumorah, the engraving of
Joseph Smith, the my sterious characters in Frederick O.
Williams's handwriting, and the camouflaging of the subtitle all
obscure the use of the word "critical" in the subtitle-not used in
the sense of "discerning" but of "hostile."S
S
For example, Metcalfe depends heavil y on Jerald and Sandra
Tanner's "so-cal1ed 'black hole' " (p. 433 n. 49). For problems with this
viewpoint see reviews by Ara Norwood, Malt Roper, and John Tvedtnes in
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 (1991): 158-230.
6
Signature Books has developed a habit of posthumously conscripting General Authorities of the past to promote its causes. Examples include
B. H. Roberts, who was inducted into D. Michael Quinn, ed., The New
Mormon HisfOry: Revisionist Essays on the Past (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1992),303-5; and John A. Widtsoe, impressed into service by Dan Vogel. ed .. The Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1990),265--67. The practice was noted in
Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," xxxix, and Midgley, "Mor~
Revisionist Legerdemai n," 302- 3 n. 66.
7
First Presidency leiter, printed as "Modern-language Editions of
the Book of Mormon Discoura!led," in Ensign 23/4 (April 1993): 74. Other
representative warnings against this approach may be found in Gordon B.
Hinckley, "Be Not Deceived," Ensign 13/11 (November 1983): 46; Gordon
B. Hinckley, "Questions and Answers," Ensign 15/ 11 (November 1985):
52; Dean L. Larsen, " 'By Their Fruits Ye Shall Know Them,' " Ensign
15111 (November 1985): 66-68; Boyd K. Packer, ., 'The Things of My
Sou l,''' Ensign 16/5 (May 1986): 59-61; Glenn L. Pace, "Follow the
Prophet," £nsign 19/5 (May 1989): 25-27; Dallin H. Oaks, "Alternate
Voices," Ensign 19/5 (May 1989): 27- 30; Russell M. Nelson, "The Canker
of Contention," Ellsign 1915 (May 1989): 70; Glenn L. Pace, Spiritual
Plateaus (Sail Lake City: Deseret Book, 1991),28-44.
8
The distinction was carefully drawn in Daniel C. Peterson,
"Introduction," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon I (1989): viii; it
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The list of co ntributors also presents a distorted picture.
Thu s we are often told that such and such a person was " former
coordinator" of thi s or "has been a part-time faculty member" at
that institution or "holds degrees" from such-and-such an institution (pp. 445--46) , while leaving out what they are doing now ,
why the Church no longer employs them (some of them were
fired ),9 or exactly what the degrees are. Why not tell us that
Edward Ashment is actually an insurance salesman and that
Mark Thomas is a banker? (Are these not honorable professions? Does someone imagine that intelligent people are only in
academia?) The forthrightness of this section leaves somet hing
to be desired.
A Question of A Priori Assumptions
As anyone who has studied geome try sin ce Nikolas
Lobatchewsky knows, the entire shape of your geometrical system depends on your ass umption s. IO So, too, with Book of
Mormon scholarship: the shape of the resultant system depends
upon the assumptions brought to bear on the text. If in geometry
you change one axiom, the entire system changes. Granted that a
change in the parallel postulate will leave at least the first twenty
theorems of Euclid unchanged, in the long run things will not
work the same . Likewi se, little discernible difference may
appea r on a small sca le: " For any everyday purpose
(measurements of distances, etc.), the differences betwee n the
geometries of Euclid and Lobatchewsky are too small to
count,"1 1 but on the large scale and in the big picture the geometries are clearly not the same . Thus, while Euclidean geometry

has also been used by David P. Wright. "Historical Criticism: A Necessary
Element in the Search for Religious Truth," SUllstone (September 1992):
29; and by Metcalfe in the work under review (p. ix).
9
See for example. Richard E. Turley. Victims: The LDS Church
and the Mark Hofmann Case (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, I 992).
84; Lin da Silli toe and Allen Roberts, Salamander: Tile Story of the
Mormon Forgery Murders (SaIl Lake City: Signature Books, 1988). 24, 36,
272,286.
10 There are ma ny non-Euclidean geometr ies, including
Lobatchewskian. Riemannian, and taxi-cab (my personal favor ite), but before Lobatchewsky there was only Euclidean.
II Eric T. Bell. Men of Malhemarics (New York : Simon &
Schuster, 1937), 306.
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will work well if you wish to build an addition onto your house
or map your hometown. it will get you into trouble should you
wish to map the entire earth.
The equivalent of the parallel postulate in Book of Mormon
stud ies is the question. "Did the events discussed in the Book of
Mormon truly occur?"12 Ultimately, acceptance of the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon is a question of faith. but it is also
a question of belonging to the faith; 13 one of the distinctive char. the Book of
acteristics of Mormons is that "we believe
Mormon to be the word of God" (Article of Faith 8). If this all
took place on the Platonic plane or in Never-Never Land, then
Book of Mormon studies would be quaint matters of academic
interest. However. since these two ways of looking at things
propose to describe reality on the large scale. various scholars
have proposed tests to determine which of the two is a better fit.
This is often difficult to do, particularly since secular humanism
has taken over most of the education in the United States and
abroad in the indu strialized world-disposing most people
against faith.14 Thus. the goal of an institution like the
12 The question is normally phrased as "if these things are not true"
(Moroni 10:3). In the scriptures and in general usage of the Church, the
term "true" usually means that the events really, literally and actually happened. David Wright redefines a "true" record as a record "of the inner experience of [a] great-souled [person] wrestling with the crises of Ihis] fate" (p.
213, brackets in the original). In this sense one could argue that Joe
McGuiness's biography of Edward Kennedy is true, but I doubt that the senator' s supporters would find such assertions either convincing or consoling.
Brent Metcalfe also argues for an aberrant definition of "true" without revealing what his definition is (see Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical
Assu mptions about Book of Mormon Historicity ," 154). For other discussions of this habit of redefinition, see Robinson, review of Vogel, 314-16;
Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," Ivii- lxiv. For the record, the definitions listed in the Oxford English Dictionary for the adjective "true" used
of things (such as books) or events in the time of Joseph Smith are 2.
"honest, honourable, upright, virtuous, trustworthy (arch.); free from deceit,
sincere, truthful;" 3. "consistent with fact; agreeing with the real ity: represenling, the thing as it is:' 4f. "conformable to reality."
13 The issue is laken up by William J. Hamblin, "The Final Step,"
SUflstolle 16/5 (July 1993): 11 - 12; and denied in the response by David P.
Wright, "The Continuing Journey," Slmstolle 16/5 (July 1993): 12- 14.
Wright seems to have misunderstood both Hamblin' s argument and John
Sorenson's work.
14 While I disagree with much of his politics and theology and some
of his reasoning, Stephen L. Carter's book, The Culture of Disbelief How
American Lnw and Politics Trivialize Religious Devotion (New York: Basic
Books, 1993) seems to me on the mark in diagnosing the public attack on
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Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies is "not to
prove to the world that the Book of Mormon is true. Such an

outcome is probably impossible, and almost certainly inconsistent with the noncoercive plan of salvation adopted before this
world was. Rather, we need simply show that there is room for
faith, that belief is not something which honest and rational
human beings must sadly forego."IS For over forty years, Hugh
Nibley and, later, many of the individuals associated with
F.A.R.M.S. have been engaged in this sort of project, generating a large bibliography and much material. 16 But the secular
humanists would like to change the approach to the Book of
Mormon to one more congen ial to themselves. In order to be
taken seriously, the replacement of the paradigm of the Book of
Mormon as an ancient book with the paradigm of the Book of
Mormon as nineteenth-century fiction must deal with the large
outpouring of scholarly material that has accumulated over the
past forty years or so. This task Brent Metcalfe and his fellow
Signaturi undertake as they now offer to apply to the Book of
Mormon their assumptions-assumptions which do not coincide
with those of most believing Latter-day Saints.
Examples of these assumptions are manifold, but a few may
prove illustrative. Anthony Hutchinson views "the Book of
Mormon as a fictional work of nineteenth-century scripture" (p.
17), which means for him that it is "a work of scripture inspired
by God in the same way that the Bible is inspired" (p. I). (This
speaks volumes about his view of the Bible.) Mark Thomas
assumes that the Book of Mormon must be understood "in the
historical and literary context in which it emerged .... The historical setting ... is the original 1830 audience" (p. 53). And
therefore he also assumes that the Book of Mormon "indicates"
what "Joseph Smith believed" (p. 61 n. 4), but it "is clearly not

religion. For the attack on religion by the popular culture, see Michael
Medved, Hollywood vs. America: Popular Culture alld the War 011
Traditional Values (New York: Harper Collins, 1992),37-91. For a recent
attempt to downplay the media role in attacks on religion . see Jeffery L.
Sheler, "A Clash of Cultures," U.S. News and World Report 115111 (20
September 1993): 70-71.
15 Daniel C. Peterson, " Introduction:' Review of Books on the Book
of MormOIl 1 (1989); vii.
16 The bibliography is acknowledged in David P. Wright's article
(pp. 165-66 n. 2) but superficially dismissed.
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a restoration of ancient words in any literal sense" (p. 77). David
Wright thinks that "Alma 12- 13 were wrillen by Joseph Smith.
It goes without saying that ... the rest of the Book of Mormon
was composed by him" (p. 207; cf. p. 166). In fact, Wright
maintains that "S mith 's other 'ancient' compositions are not
actually ancient" (p. 207).
The authors seem to assume that these presuppositions will
not significantly affect their conclusions. David Wright admits
that "presuppositions have a lot to do with conclusions, but there
is much more to the thinking and evaluation experience .... To
say that conclusions follow si mply from presuppositions tends
to distract allention from the historical evidence that must be
considered."17 Wright does his share of ignoring historical evidence, but he does not seem to admit how much his presuppositions shape his conclusions. One of Wright 's basic assumptions
is that " major textual, ideational, and cultural anachronisms ...
are found in the Book of Mormon. Anachronism, particularly of
the textual sort ... is the main criterion in determining dates"
(pp. 165-66 n. 2). Yet, if the existence of prophets who can
actuall y see into the future is a real possibility, then the prophecies they give will appear as anachronisms. By using anachronism as his main criterion,18 Wright has begged the question of
prophecy (as "fore"-telling) by disallowing the possibility of
Book of Mormon prophets or of Joseph Smith foretelling the
future from the outset (a priori), as surely as a Euclidian geometer has from the outset di sallowed the possibility of a triangle
whose interior angles measure greater than 180°. 19
A Common Bond
Apart from their assumptions, the contributors also share
another common bond in their willingness to lend their names
and their work to Brent Metcalfe, a man whom Jan Shipps has
described as "clearly intoxicated ... with the idea that he posJ7
Wright. "The Continuing Journey," 13-14.
18 Anachronisms may be used to date a text only when the text is
assumed to be not prophetic. I will use an anachronism later to show that
the invalidity of an analysis that assumes that Joseph Smi th was not a
prophet.
19 Willi am Hamblin raises this issue in "The Final Step," 11-12,
but Wright never addresses it in his response. ''The Continuing Journey,"
12- 14.
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sessed knowledge that would alter the world's understanding of
the beginnings of Mormonism."20 The nature of this supposed
knowledge is apparent when the ed itor hints at "the possibility
that [the Book of Mormon] may be something other than literal
history" (p. x)-in other words, that it might be something other
than true. Elsewhere Metcalfe has been more explicit: " I sec no

reason to pos it a coauthor-ancient, di vine, or otherwise-to
explain the existence of the BoMor. 21 I view Joseph Smith as
the sole author."22 The assumption throughout most of the volume is that the Book of Mormon is not historically true, that the
events in it never took place, tbat Joseph Smith made up the text
rather than translated it. Yet this is precisely the way the world
presently views the Book of Mormon . Metcalfe and company
are not so much interested in changing the world's point of view
20 Jan Shipps, quoted in Turley. Victims, 93, ellipses in Turley.
21 This is the bizarre abbreviation with which Metcalfe desi res 10
designate the Book of Mormon. The book under review is filled with many
of these often nonsensical abbrev iations. Metcalfe, being "without the apprenticeship that graduate training provides" (Jan Shi pps, quoted in Turley,
Victims, 93), does not seem to have learned that one does not simply invent
new abbreviations at whim , especially when there is an established pattern
for citation, Some of Metcalfe's referenci ng is used purely for polemical
purposes, Thus, Metcalfe wishes to refer 10 the Joseph Smith Revision instead of the Joseph Smith Translation or the Inspired Version so that he can
depict the resulting work as neither inspired nor a translation , (For the numerous previous designations of the Joseph Smith Translation, see Robert
J, Matthews, "A Plainer Translation": Joseph Smith's Translation 0/ the
Bible: A Hil'tory and Commentary (Pro vo, Utah : Brigham Young
University Press, 1985), 12-13.) Metcalfe then refers to the Joseph Smith
Translation as JSR even though one would normally expect th is abbreviation to refer to the Journal/or the Study 0/ Religion. Metcalfe also uses this
abbreviation in his article, "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about
Book of Mormon His torici ty," Dialogue 26/3 (Fall 1993): 179-83,
Normally the editorial staff of the periodical dictates the abbreviation sty le
of the citations. Is the use of these abbreviations a slip on the part of the editors of Dialogue or does the adoption of a polemical notation signify a shift
in ed itorial policy? The antagonistic quality of a significant nu mber of recent articles might indicate the latter alternative. The publication of
Metcalfe's article seems to undermine recent efforts to argue that Dialogue is
engaged in "responsible scholarship," but perhaps the presence of Signature
Book's Gary James Bergera as Associate Editor, and of Mark D. Thomas
(who contributed to the book here reviewed) as Scriptural Studies Editor, as
well as of fellow contributors Melodie Moench Charles and David P. Wright
on the editorial board might have something to do with the appearance of
this article,
22 Brent Metcalfe, open letter to MORM-ANT list~server, 16 August
1993.
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on the Book of Mormon as they are in making Lauer-day Saints
adopt the world's point of view. The authors claim their point of
view opens "fresh intellectual and spi ritual vistas" (p. ix), but it
is not necessarily clear from the book what the exact nature of
these spiritual vistas is. (Intellectually the view is actually more
constricted since it gives us at lea<;t four fewer civilizations about
which to learn.)

A Guide for the Perplexed
The best introduction to the volume and the consequences of
its views, however, is not in the volume itself. but in an article
published by one of the contributors just before the book came
out. In this article, David Wright discusses the process of
changing his "historical assumptions" as a "conversion experience."23 Wright "grew up a traditional Mormon" but "d uring
[his] undergraduate and graduate educations" he converted to
what he has called "historical criticism. "24 Though he once
desired "to contribute to the 'defense of the faith' along traditionalist lines," he has now decided to engage in what he calls

23 David P. Wright, "Historical Criticism: A Necessary Element in
the SC<lrch for Religious Truth," Sunstone (September 1992): 28. Edwin
Firmage Jr. also describes the process through which "within just six:
months I no longer believed the Book of Mormon to be an ancient text" as
"fundamentally a conversion"; Edwin Finnage, Jr. , "Historical Criticism and
the Book of Mormon: A Personal Encounter," Sunstone 16J5 (July 1993):
58. Michael Rayback ("The Wright Direction," SUllstofle l6J5 LJuly 1993]:
8) also describes his "conversion to the hi storical-critical orientation,"
asserting that "it is a mistake" that "the traditionalist view should prevail in
the Church." This "conversion marked by the acceptance of the historicalcritical method" is expected by professors at many graduate schools, who believe "that after only two weeks in the program, all of our doctoral students
would assent" to its assumptions and methods; see Jon D. Levenson, "The
Bible: Unexamined Commitments of Criticism," First Things 30 (February
\993): 24-25. The positivistic heritage of the historical-critical method
permeates most scholarly work in Near Eastern studies; Piotr Michalowski
has noted "the positivistic heritage of Assyriology" ("History as Charter,"
Journal of the American Oriental Society J03fl (1983]: 237). Not all
Mormon graduate students in the Near Eastern Studies program at the
University of California at Berkeley have "converted"; while Wright and
Firma~e may have "converted," Stephen Ricks and I have not.
2<1 Wright, "H istorical Criticism," 28. I am doing my best to convey
fairly and accurately Wright's account of his conversion experience. My
apologies if I have failed.

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 ( 1994)
60
" post-critical apoiogetics."25 He outlines the process by which
this is to be done: "The critical mode has to force itself on a traditionalist by showing that it makes better sense of evidence than
the traditionalist approach in several key matters."26 Thi s volume is a tool with which the authors seek to force their critical
mode on the traditionalists, thus becoming a missionary tract of
sorts.
Wright realizes the impact of his work as a mi ss ionary tract.
He therefore insi sts that hi s work "cannot serve as a rcason to
move to some other religious tradition, especially conservative
Christianity."27 Rather, he desires that "the critical mode ...
operate within a larger conserving and co mmunity-supporting
context,"28 even going so fa r as to wish for official support of
his mode of faith .29 He acknowledges that some believers have
been skittish about adopting such modes in the past because the

25 Ibid. Note that Edwin Firmage's initial "ambi tion was to become
another Hugh Nibley" though he now has "a very different scholarly outlook"; Firmage, " Hi storical Criticism and the Book of Mormon," 58.
26 Wright, " Historical Criticism," 29.
27 Ibid ., 38 n. 62; cf. the work under review here p. 212 n. 105. I
would concur with Wright's assessment. If one rejects Ihe historicity or
truth of the Book of Mormon through these sorts of naturalistic or positivistic approaches, one must also reject the Bible. The logic of Wright's article in the book under rev iew does, after all, go from the assumption that
the account of Melchizedek in the book of Hebrews is neither historical nor
true (pp. 167-70) to the proposition that the Book of Mormon is neither
historical nor true (pp. 170-74). The lack of substantial hi storicity or trulh
in the Bible is an assumption Ihat Wright begins with. Here the passage
from Mormon 7:9 proves itself prophetic: " If ye believe that [the Bible] ye
will believe this ]Ihe Book of Mormo n] also."
28 Wright, " Historical Criticism," 29. Whether such a thing is possible is an issue that Wright avoids. Levenson ("Unexamined Com mitments
of Criti cal SchOlars," 26) provides a cogent Slatement of the problem: "After
secularism has impugned the worth of Ihe Bible, and multIculturalism has
begun to critique the cultural traditions at Ihe base of which it slands, biblical scholars, including, I must stress, even the most antireligious among
them, must face this paradoxical reality: the vitali ty of their rather untradilional discipline has historically depended upon the vi tality of traditional reli gious communities, Jewish and Chri sti an. Those whom ]Wi lfre d
Cantwell] Smith termed ' liberals'-that is, the scholars who assiduously
place the Bible in the ancient Near Eastern or Greco-Roman worlds- have
depended for their livelihood upon those who not only rejoice that the Bible
survived these worlds but who also insist that it deserved to survive because
its message is trans-historical." The position of the Book of Mormon critic
is like that of the biblical one; it cannot li ve on its own.
29 Wright, "The Continuing Journey," 14.
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critical mode usually "requires denying supernatural elements
and discounting the evidential value of mystical and emotivespiritual ex.pcrience,"30 but he insists that "the critical mode ...
has resulted in conclusions with a rather humanistic coloring"
because it is "indicative of the truth behind the evidence."31
Wright says that "spiritual experience is not to be written
off'32 because "it leads an individual to recognize the relevance
and meaning of the tradition and community to her or his [sic1
life. It helps bind the individual to that tradition and community." And it "helps cultivate, among other things, a common or
community sense of morality (in the broadest sense of that term)
and a conUlIO'i or community sense of purpose."33 But, to
Wright, a spi ritual experience is "not going to tell me much
about the basic historical issues su rrounding a scriptural text,"
such as whether the Book of Mormon is literal history or is
true.3 4 He admits that thi s is contrary to "the traditional understanding of most spiritual experience; i.e., spiritual ex.periences
prove an external objectivity," but has decided to leave the
scholarly overhaul of "spiritual ex.perience in Mormon tradition"
from "phenome nologica l, historical, hermeneutical, psychophysiological and theological perspectives" for another day.35
30 Wright, " Historical Criticism," 29.
31 Ibid; see also Wright, " The Continuing J ourney," 13:
"Admittedly, these critical conclusions and approach are more secular or
humanistic in c haracter than traditional views." Wright also c harges
F.A.R.M.S. with a "tendency toward secularism" because John Sorenson
"argues for a limited Central American geography for the Book of Monnon"
(ibid.). Wright seems not to have read John L. Sorenson, The Geography of
Book of Mormoll Evellts: A Source Book, 2d ed. (Provo, Utah: F.A.r.M.S.,
1992),5- 36, where Sorenson deals with Joseph Smith and the limited geography in detail; see also Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," Ixxilxxiii . On the allegedly secularizing trends of some associated with
F.A.R.M.S., sec ibid., Iii n. 130; David B. Honey and Daniel C. Peterson,
"Advocacy and Inquiry in the Writing of Latter-day Saint History," BYU
Studies 3 112 (Spring 1991): 139- 79.
32 Wright, "Historical Criticism," 36 n. 4.
33 Ibid., emphasis in the original.
34 Ibid
3 5 I bid~ The study Wright proposes is practically impossible. Latterday Saints in general have a well developed sense of the sacred, and thus feel
that their spiritual experiences are too sacred to profane them by allowing
scholars to examine them. Thus the data that would be gathered would not
accurately reflect the full situation . Lauer-day Saints have been repeatedly
instructed to keep sacred things sacred; Proverbs 23:9; Matthew 7:6; 2
Corinthians 12:1-4 ; Alma 12:9-11 ; 3 Nephi 14:6; 17:17; 26:8- 11 ; 28:12-
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The "post-critically fe-visioned religious perspectives" tbat
Wright urges Latter-day Saints to pursue36 include the adoption
of the propositions that (1) "the 'gospel' was not the same in all
ages" because he does nol believe "the sacrificial system of the
Hebrew Bible" to "represent the death of Jesus;"37 (2) the traditional view "that the prophets are able to see far into the future
and do so with clarity" must be rejected because he did not find
it "s ustai nable upon critical st udy" 38 and (3) " the 'ancient'
scriptures produced by Joseph Smith were not really ancient but
his own compositions."39 This sounds quite si milar to Sherem's
accusations that Jacob had "led away much of this people that
they pervert the right way of God ... and convert the law of
Moses into the worship of a being which ye say s hall come
many hundred years hence .... This is blasphemy; for no man
knoweth of s uch things; for he cannot tell of things to come"
(Jacob 7:7). Shall we then conclude that Wright is dependent on
Sherem because his account "has the same elements in the same
order"?40 (It must be noted that when Wright lays out hi s parallels (pp. 215-16], he does not take the text of Alma in order. In
order to match the order of the texts in Hebrews 7: 1-4, Wright
must rearrange the order of Alma 13:7-19 first to Alma 13: 1719, then Alma 13 : 15 and finally Alma 13:7-9.) Or because
Wright's article does not have Sherem's admission that "he had
been deceived by the power of the devil" (Jacob 7: 18), shall we
concl ude that "this seems to indicate that [Wright's article] has
solved problems inherent in [Jacob], which means is it [s ic]
dependent upon it"?41
If the Book of Mormon does not speak "of things as they
really are, and of things as they really will be" (Jacob 4: 13), if it
cannot lead us to "ask God, the Eternal Father, in the name of

14; Ether 4:4--6; D&C 6:12; 8:10; 10:36-37; 76:115; 105:23-24; Moses
1:42; PWJS 396-97; W1S 3 11 n. 4; He 2:230; 5:2, 344; TP1S 77, 237.
292; JD 4:371-72; Boyd K. Packer, The Holy Temple (Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1980),25- 33; Gordon B. Hinckley, "Keeping the Temple Holy,"
EnsiRn 2015 (May 1990): 52.
36 Wright, " Historical Criticism," 35.
37 Ibid., 30.
38 Ibid., 3 1, cf. 31 - 33.
39 Ibid., 33, cf. 33-35.
40 Ibid., 34 .
41 Ibid. Compare to Wright's article in the volume under review, p.
171.
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Christ, if these things are not true" so Ihat " he will manifest the
truth of it unto you by the power of the Holy Ghost" by which
we "may know the truth of all things" (Moroni 10:4-5), what
does Wright think it is good for? For Wright, " the Book of
Mormon became a window to the religious soul of Joseph
Smith .... It constituted the apprentice's workshop in which he
became a prophel"42-a prophet who can" 're-vision' these
prophecies of old for the present community"43 but not "see far
into the future" or "do so with clarity."44 (He also tell s us that
"what applied to prophetic foresight also applied to prophetic
hindsight.")45 But can such a prophet who cannot "see far into
the future" or the past possibly be relied on to witness of the
resurrection, or even a Christ who atoned for our sins? Probably
not , but David Wright nonetheless seems to be able to warn us
about what will happen "to our children and the many generations after them."46 Yet if our "community 's current prophetic
leaders" are the only ones allowed "to ' re-vision ' these prophecies of old for the present community. particularly our community," then the only way that Wright and company's revisions of
scripture in ways contrary to the current prophetic leadership of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints can be accepted
under Wright's terms is if Wright and company have usurped
th~ rule uf {hI;: pruphels. Thruughuul hi s essay Wrighl lalks
much about "our community" but never about the Church. about
"prophetic leaders" but never about the apostles or the General
Authorities. Likewise, the Signaturi in their book have deliberately avoided saying anything about the General Authorities47
lest someone ask who these people are to persuade us to disobey
Christ and hi s apostles. For Wright, it would be "critical sc hol ars who would constructively imagine new avenues of faith"48
42 Wright. "Historical Criticism," 34-35. Wright seems to find this
sort of mind reading fasc inating: see his article in the book under review,
pp.

166,207- 11.
43 Ibid. , 33.
44 Ibid ., 31.

45 Ibid ., 33.
46 Ibid., 35.
47 An example of this is Ashment's attack on an anonymous
"apologetic argument" (p. 338 n. 17). Should one look up his reference, one
readily discovers that the individuals Ashment is attacking are Elders Mark
E. Petersen and Bruce R. McConkie.
48 Wright. "The Continuing Journey:· 14. One is of course reminded
of D&C 1:16 (,·they seek not the Lord to establish his righteousness. but
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rather than prophets and apostles who are special witnesses of
the way, the truth, and the light. Wright find s it "unfortunate"
that his conclusion-that "traditional sources of knowledge (i.e.,
the scriptures, and the official Church hi story ] are not sure
so urces of historical knowledge"-"disturbs" others.49 If
Wright really believes that his allegations would not be offensive
to believers, then perhaps Jacob Neusner is right, and Wright is
" merely naive,"50 Though Wright praises his own approach for
its "open~endedness with respect to conclusions ,"51 he sidesteps
the issue when asked if "the assumptions and conclusions within
the secularist paradigm [are] also open to question ."52 Wright's
piece sounds a warning that Metcalfe's volume would be an
apologetic missionary tract for the revision. 53

every man walketh in his own way, and after the image of his ow n god,
whose image is in the likeness of the world, and whose substance is that of
an idol."); and 50: 17-20 CDoth he preach it by the Spirit of truth or some
other way? And if it be by some other way it is not of God.")
49 Wright, ''The Continuing Journey," 13-14.
50 Jacob Neusner, "Is Wri ght Wrong?" Sunstone 1615 (July 1993):

8.

51 Wright, 'The Continuing Journey," 13.
52 Hamblin, "The Final Step," 11. Back in 1960, in one of the most
penetrating socia l critiques of education in the Church, Hugh Nibley made
the following observation: "At once an agonized cry goes up from the facUlty: ' How can you be so narrow, so biased , so prejudiced as to begin your
researches by assuming that you already have the truth!!' ] While in Berkeley
I got a leiter from a BYU professor who gave me to know that because I
believe the Book of Mormon I am not really qualified to teach history, and
who ended his harangue wilh the observation that while I claim to know the
truth, the gentlemen of the History Department. like true scholars, claim
only to be searching for it. A noble senliment. trul y, but a phony one-arc
they really searching? For one thing. they don't believe fo r a moment that
the truth of the Gospel can be found, and have only loud cries of rage and
contempt fo r any who say they have found it- they are as sure that it
doesn't exist as we are thai it does; which is to say, our dedicated searchers
for truth are dead su re that they have the answer already!" Hugh Nibley,
"Nobody to Blame," (FAR M.S. paper N-NOB), 7.
53 See the references in Wright, " Historica l Critic ism," 38 nn. 53,
59. I think that Wright and others 3re essenlially correct in describing their
experience as "conversion." Surely when they use such language they must
realize that in normal usage if a person is said to convert fro m Catholicism
to something even as unorganized as the New Age Movement, that person
is no longer viewed as a Catholic. Carter (Cultu re of Disbelief, 2 16-23)
prov ides an interesting discussion of why "liberals" and "believers" have
trouble talking about or agreeing on issues. That Wright and company wish
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What can we expect to be the results of conversion to the
revi sioni st approach? Anthony Hutchinson assures us that
redefining Joseph Smith's role in bringing forth the Book of
Mormon as the "human origin of the English text" (p. 2), so that
we can accept the Book of Mormon as "a work of scripture
insp ired by God in the same way that the Bible is inspired" (p.
I), "consists merely in a change of emphasis and tone" (p. 2).
Hutchinson feels that "the gospel of Jesus Christ is ill-served if
not undermined" by "current LDS approaches to the Book of
Mormon [that] focus on its claims about itself'-specifically
"the book's claims to ancient history" and "its value as a sign in
authenticating LDS religious life" (p. 2)54--even though this
directly contradicts the current counsel of the prophets and apostles. This brings to mind a statement Joseph Smith gave to the
Twelve on 2 July 1839:
I will give you one of the keys of the mysteries of the
kingdom. It is an eternal principle that has existed with
God from all Eternity[.] that man who rises up to
condemn others, finding fault with the Church, saying
that they are out of the way while he himself is righteou s, then know assuredly that that man is in the high
road to apostacy [sic] and if he does not repent will apostatize as God lives. 55
Though several of the authors assure us that this will enhance our religious life (pp. ix, 1-2, 17,211- 13), several things
undercut their air of assurance. To accept literally "a text as the
word of God gives it a value as a guide and norm" and thi s is
undermined by the authors' approach (p. 4). Hutchinson asks us
to exchange our covenants for a pablum of "ethical monotheism
and soc ial concern or of human liberation" (p. 5), specifically

to import thi s debate with those outside the faith into Mormonism is another reason why many within the faith feel that Wright and company have
left the faith. In seek ing to convert Mormons, they are proselyting; Wright,
"Historical Criticism," 29.
54 Metcalfe also attacks this in "Apologetic and Critical
A5sumptions about Book of Mormon Hi storicity," 174-84. Unlike
Hutchinson. however. Metcalfe makes no argument that this approach will
make U5 better Christians.
55 Willard Richards Pocket Companion. 2 July 1839. in WJS 413 =
He 3:385 = TPJS 156-57.
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liberation from "authoritarian approaches to church governance"
(p. 17). (One should note that Hutchinson's stance differs from

Wright's, who, though he does not believe in following the
prophets' approach to the Book of Mormon, does not seem to
want to be liberated from the prophets,) A slightly younger
Metcalfe "saw the church's revelatory claims closely bound to
the church's requirements for individuals. When one couldn't
take the church's claims literally. he concluded, then neither
need one take literally the church's commands,"56 such as the
Word of Wisdom. 57 Thus, since the 19805. "Metcalfe's primary
ties to the church consisted of an abiding interest in Mormon
history and his devout extended family."58 His "tenuous tie to
the faith" remains "only on a family or sociallevel."59 Although
he did not seem to see any reason to comply with commandments or covenants, "he declined" to "remove his name from the
membership rolls" of the Church.60 Surely Metcalfe is aware of
the statement of Joseph Smith: ''Take away the Book of Monnon
and the revelations, and where is our religion? We have
none."6t Whether or not some of the contributors were aware
that the book would be an effort to take away the religion of the
Saints, the editor must have designed it so. The resultant book
looks suspiciously like the work of "those few in deliberate noncompliance, including some who cast off on intellectual and
behavioral bungee cords in search of new sensations, only to be
jerked about by the old heresies and the old sins. "62 Jewish
scholar Jacob Neusner viewed the approach as a "remarkable
exemplification of the costs of ego-centrism in scholarship"
which "illustrates the heavy price paid by self-absorbed intellectual provincialism in religious Iife."63

Sillitoe and Roberts, Salamander, 286.
Ibid., 304-5.
58 Ibid. 24.
59 Vern Anderson, "Scholars Doubt Book of Mormon's Antiquity,"
Salt Lake Tribune (10 June 1993), A-7-8. I would like to thank Erik Myrup
for graciously providing me with a copy of this item.
60 Ibid., A-S.
61
From the minutes of the conference in Norton, Ohio. 21 April
1834 in He 2:52 = TP1S 71.
62 Neal A. Maxwell, "Settle This in Your Hearts," Ensign 22111
(November 1992): 65.
63 Jacob Neusner, "Is Wright Wrong?" Sunstone 1615 (July 1993):
56
57

7-8.
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Mastering the Method
In the "Introduction," Metcalfe spews forth a slough of references, claiming that the books he cites are "introductions to
critical methods" that will lead us in the paths of truth.64 Most of
these works are part of a series put out by Fortress Press, some
of which are excellent, while others arc di sappointing.
Unfortunately, Metcalfe and his authors have apparently either
not read or not digested the works in his regurgitated list. That
Metcalfe, as editor, did not catch this underscores his own failure to master the works and methods he so heartily commends.
That many of the authors suffer from a failure to master the
methods they have espoused is disappointing. Worse yet, some
of the authors seem to have failed to master the basics of logic.
Anthony Hutchinson is a case in point. Hutchinson does not like
Hugh Nibley's use of the parallel method. So he provides three
examples of false parallels and generalizes that, in parallel fashion, all parallels are false (pp. 8-10). But if "the parallel method
is defective and should be recognized as such" (p. 10), then we
should also recogni ze that Hutchinson 's demonstration of that
defectiveness is itself defective. There are fal se parallelsHutchinson's paradoxical proof is an example of one-but if
Hutchin son is going to insist that we abandon the method
e ntirely in Book of Mormon studies, then the first thing to go
shou ld be the search for nineteenth-century parallels. He cannot
have it both ways. Hutchin son has undercut not only himself,
but many of his colleagues. Hutchinson' s illogical explorations
in critical methodology can be safely ignored.
Another example of failure to master a method is Stan
Larson' s work, wherein he tries to use textual criticism to show
that the Book of Mormon is not an authentic witness to the
64 Metcalfe al so does this in "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions
about Book of Mormon Historicity," 168 n. 48; his citation of Meir
Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the
Drama of Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985) shows
that he can hardly have read it carefully , since Sternberg attac ks precisely
Metcalfe's argument that if a book is literary it cannot be historical (ibid.,
23-35); for Sternberg "every word {in the Hebrew Biblel is God's word. The
product is neither fi ction nor historicized fi ction nor fi ctionalized hi story,
but hi storiography pure and uncompromising" (ibid., 34-35). Because
Metcalfe refers to many of these works only once without any page numbers
and argues without a knowledge or understanding of their contents, one
wonders if he has read any of them at all.
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words of Jesus because its readings do not match those of several third- and fourth-century manuscripts of the Sermon on the
Mount in eight places.
Larson maintains that "there is no evidence that anything was
written down in Jesus' Aramaic language" (p. 117), although
the early second century writer Papias wrote that "Mauhew
compiled the accounts in the Hebrew language. "65 Unjustly
disparaged for years, Papias's comment has now been vindicated with the publication in 1987 of the Hebrew text of
Matthew preserved in at least nine manuscripts.66 Any attempt to
reconstruct the original text of Matthew which fails to take this
important version into account may justly be said to be defective
as it preserves many early readings.67 Specifically, three of
Larson's eight examples are not supported by the Hebrew ver~
sion (Examples 1-2,4, pp. 121-24).68 Thus, at Matthew 5:27
the Hebrew has lqdmwlIym, paralleling the disparaged lois archaiois whose parallel "by them of old time" ap~ars in 3 Nephi
12:27.69 At Matthew 5:44, the Hebrew has lJbw )wybykm
w'S"w rwbh ISwnJkm wmk'yskm whtp/lw bsbyJ fwdpykm
wlwb$ykm ("love your enemies, and do good to those who hate
you and provoke you and pray on behalf of those who persecute
you and oppress you"). Though this is not identical to 3 Nephi,
it nevertheless has those phrases that Larson is so positive are
not in the original text. At Matthew 5:30, the Hebrew concludes
with msy'bd kJ gwpk bghynm ("than that thy whole body perish
in hell"). Even if this text does not directly support the Book of
Mormon, it destroys Larson's requisite unanimity.
Yet Larson's having overlooked important manuscripts is
not the least of his errors. His method of looking at the modern
scholars (pp. 119, 127-28) and the best manuscripts (pp. 118.
127-28) is flawed for several reasons. The bias of his scholars
insures that certain types of texts are preferred. Larson already
65

Papias, fragment 2, in Eusebius. Historiae Ecclesiwiticae Ill, 39,

16.

66 George Howard, The Gospel of Matthew according to a Primitive
Hebrew Text (Macon , Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1987).
67 George Howard. "A Note on Codex Sinaiticus and Shem-Tob's
Hebrew Matthew," Novum Testamentum 3411 (1992): 46-47.
68 The scriptural passages in question are Matthew 5:27 I 3 Nephi
12:27; Matthew 5:30 I 3 Nephi 12:29- 30; and Matthew 5:44 I 3 Nephi
12:44.
69 The issue might be raised that the Greek seems to have a text corrupted by homoteleuton here.
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acknowledged "Constant ius Tisc hendorf s preference for his
important discovery (Codex Sinaiticus of the fourth century) and
B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort 's preference for the oldest uncial (Codex vaticanus, also of the fourth century)" (p. 119).
What Larson does not acknowledge is the United Bible Societies
committee's well-known propensity to follow blindly the shorter
of either Sinaiticus and Vatican us, two manu scripts noted for
their tendency to omit passages.?O What Larson, and to some
extent Ti schendorf, Westcott, Hort. Aland. et aJ. , have fallen for
is the best manu script fallacy.?! As A. E. Housman reminds us:
" It is in books where there is no best MS [manuscript] at all. and
the editor, in order to escape the duty of editing, is compelled to
feign one, that the worst mischief ensues."72 There are times
when even the worst manu scripts contain readings which are
superior to those of the best man uscripts,73 and thus the presence or absence of a reading in the "best" manuscripts--even if
unanimous (pp. 119-20)-is no indication that the reading is
correct. Housman had strong criticism of methods like Larson's:
"Those who live and move and have their being in the world of
words and not of things, and employ language less as a vehicle
than as a substitute for thought, are readily duped by the assertion that this stolid adherence to a favourite MS, instead of
bei ng, as it is, a private and personal necessity imposed on
certain editors by their congenital defects. is a principle; and that
its name is 'scientific criticism' or 'critical method.' "74 Larson
has fallen into a common trap, the temptation " to choose the
reading found in the oldest manuscripts, or the most
manusc ript s. or the ' best' manuscripts (i.e., those that preserve
the largest number of superior read ings). Such criteria, however, are unreliable. The reasoning behind them is speciolls."75
This label of speciou sness applied to Larson 's method comes
from Professor P. Kyle McCarter's lu cid book on textual criti cism, which Metcalfe so strongly recommends (p. ix n. 2).
70 J. M. Ross, "Some Unnoticed Points in the Text of the New
Testament," Novum Testamentum 25 (1983): 59--60.
7 I Detailed in A. E. Housman, M. Manilii Astronomicon, 5 vols.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1937), I:xxxi-xi. This deserves
to be7~uoted. at length, ~.~t cannot be.
IbLd ., I: XXXVI II .
73 Ibid ., ix.
74 Housman, M. ManjJjj ASlronomicon, I:xxxii.
75 P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., Textual Criticism: Recovering the Text of
the Hebrew Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986),71.
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Professor McCarter further notes, "It is unsafe ... to suppose,"
as Larson has. "that a reading in an earlier manuscript is superior
to o ne in a late manuscript,"76 for "late manuscripts may preserve a newly discovered tradition ."77 Clearly Larson 's method
has a major methodological flaw in it. Latter-day Saints who believe the Book of Mormon should note a particular corollary to
this argument. No matter how much Larson may argue for the
priority of certain manuscripts, on ly one manu script of the New
Testament dales before A.D. 200. and it contains only tcn complete words.18 Yet it is precisely the second century (A.D. 100199) that is characterized by accusations on all sides of deliberately corrupting the text. 79 Therefore even the best schol arship
in textual criticism is unable (0 assure us of its capability to penetrate the fog of apostasy and produce the original text. 80
From the perspective of textual criticism, there is a further
flawed assumption that needs to be exposed. Larson , as many
before him, assumes that variants in the Book of Mormon
should be reflected in Old World manuscripts (pp. 116- 17).81
As far as textual criticism goes, it is methodologically incorrect
76 Ibid.
77 Alexander Hugh McDonald, "Textual Criticism:' in N. G. L.
Hammond and H. H. Scullard. eds., The Oxford Classical Dictionary. 2d ed.
(Oxford; Clarendon, 1970), 1049b.
78 The manuscript is Papyrus Rylands 457. also known as p52. A
photograph is included in J. Reube n Clark, Jr., Why the King James
Version (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book, 1956).8. The ten words are hoi,
oudena, hina, kat, hiM, ek, tes, legei. aulD, and touto. Its identification is a
testament 10 the erudition of the papyrologists but its value for textual c riticism is so low that it is not used in the 26th edition of Nestle-Aland's
Novum Testamentum Graeee al all.
79 Justin Martyr. Dialogus cum Tryphone 73; Iren aeus, Contra
Haereses I, 7, 3; 8, I; 9. 4; 18. I; 19. I; 20, 1-2; 22,1-3; 26. 2; 27, 2, 4;
111,2, I; V, 30, L Tertu llian, De Baptismo 17; Terlullia n, Adversus
Marcionem IV, 2, 2- 5; Tertull ian, De Praescriptione Haereticorum 16- 19.
38-40; MaruI a, Against the Canons from the Synod of 3 18,5; Marula, The
Seventy- Three Canons I, The Apocalypse of Peter VII, 76, 24-78. 31; The
Apocalypse of Adam V, 77, 18-82,25; Epiphanius, Panarion 30,13, I,
14, 1; 42, 9, 1- 2; see also Wil helm Schneemelcher. "The History of the
New Testament Canon," in Edgar He nnecke and Wi lhelm Schneemelcher.
eds., New Testamerlt Apocrypha, 2 vols., trans. R. McL. Wilson
(Philadelphia; Westminster, 1963-65), 1:31-34; Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic
Gosp.ets (New York; Random House. [979).20-2 1.
so Cf. Robinson, review of Vogel, ed., The Word of God, 318.
S 1 The same assumption underlies the objection of Wayne Ham in
"Problems in Interpreting the Book of Mormon as Hi story," Courage 111
(September 1970): 19-20.
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to expect the Book of Mormon to agree or disagree with any
given manuscript or set of manu scripts on any given textual
variant. We no more expect the Book of Mormon to agree with
Sinaiticus on any given variant than we expect the Peshitta or
Codex Scheide to agree with Sinai tic us on the same variant. The
purpose of textual criticism is not to establish the validity of the
manuscript witnesses-such validity is always a given 82-but to
use the manusc ript witnesses to establish the text. S3 Thus. from
the standpoint of textual criticism, Larson cannot use a hammer
whose purpose is nailing down the text to saw the Book of
Mormon off from hi s list of manuscri pt witnesses. While his
study demonstrates the independence of the Book of Mormon,
thi s is precisely what we would expect if it is what it claims to
be.
Another example of failure to master a method is Mark
Thomas's rhetorical analysis of Nephite sacramental language.
Thomas seems oblivious to the difference between a primary and
a secondary source, a basic distinction in historical research. He
betrays no indication that he is familiar with any of the primary
material in the original language. In fact, he demonstrates relatively lillie knowledge of early Christianity in general. Thomas
notes "t he beginnin gs of liturgical requests for descent of the
spirit as early as the second century" but down plays the signi ficance of thi s by alluding to vast quantities of evidence of which
"only a small portion [has been] summarized" in his work (p.
64). Considering that all of the evidence for the first one hundred tifty years of Christianity outside the New Testament (i.e.,
through ca. A.D. 180) fills approximatel y the same amount of
space as the New Testament, the vast amount of which does not
di sc uss the eucharist. any mention must be considered significant, if only for the paucity of evidence. Thomas thus provides
in sufficient basis for his conclusion that "Mormon liturgy is
clearly not a restoration of ancient words in any literal sense" (p.
77)-how does Thomas know , si nce he has not demonstrated
any knowledge of the original languages? It is abundantly clear
82 NOie that the discussion on "Authe nticity" in McCaner, Textual
Crilicism, 65-66 refers to the readings, nOI the manuscripts. When a
manuscript or version "reflects a reading that is different fro m that of the
M[asoreticj Tlext], the critic is usually j ustified in regarding the reading as
authentic"!
83 McCarter, Textual Criticism, 12: ''The goal is the delermination
of a primitive lextlo which the various surviving copies bear witness."
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that Thomas has not mastered the difference between the date of
a text and the dale of a manuscript or edition (p. 60 n. 3); but, as
we shall see below. neither has his colleague, Mr. Ashment.
Likewise. Thomas either has failed to do his homework or he

has failed to learn how to cite sources properly; often throughout
his essay, one comes across points that need demonstration (just
how transubstantialist were American churches [po 67J?)---or
opinions that need references-where exactly is the reader to
find where Helmut Koester gave his opinion on the dale of the
Didache (p. 63)?-where Thomas fails to provide the requisite

information.

Mastering the Text
Besides having failed to master the method, most of the
authors in this collection have failed to master the text of the
Book of Mormon. This is the death-blow for Thomas's rhetorical analysis, since rhetorical analysis. of necess ity, demands
close reading of the text and an examination of how things are
said.84 Can a twenty-eight-page essay on rhetoric in the Book of
Mormon be taken seriously when it quotes from the source it is
rhetorically analyzing a mere dozen times? Some of Thomas's
assertions are also suspect. He contends that "most prayers in
the Book of Mormon seem to be spontaneous expressions of the
spirit," including "the two eucharistic prayers in Moroni" (p.
56). This nonsense certainly fits his "belief that the Book of
Mormon model was likely from a traditional spontaneous prayer
of these so-called 'free churches' " (p. 60), but it does not fit
with what the Book of Mormon specifically says. When Moroni
gives "the manner of administering" the sacrament (Moroni 5: I,
cf. 4: I), he writes, "they did kneel down with the church, and
84 Metcalfe ("Apologetic and Crilical Assumptions about Book of
Mormon Historicity," 161 and n. 29, 168) attempts to use a rhetorical argument to disparage the historicity of I Nephi 2:6-7 because he would see
it as parallel to Exodus 3:18; 5:3; 8:27. We will overlook the fact that
Metcalfe's longest ellipsis in the Exodus passages is three words, while the
average ellipsis in his quotation of I Nephi is 10.5 words; we will also
overlook the differences in vocabulary between the two passages. Almost
the same elements are found in Xenophon, Anabasis I. 2, 10: On a military
march into foreign territory, "they remained there [Peltasj three days. during
which Xenias, the Arcadian, sacrificed the Lykaion and held a cOnlest."
Metcalfe cou ld just as easily argue that Xenophon is ahistorical, but I would
lind it no more convincing.
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pray to the Father in the name of Christ, saying ..." (Moroni
4:2). Moroni reports what the priest actually "said" (Moroni
5: I). If this were to be an example of a typical utterance following a general pattern, we would expect it to have been introduced
as other such typical utterances are in the Book of Mormon: "he
did exclaim many things unto the Lord; such as ..." ( 1 Nephi
1:14-15). The two samples, dictated- according to Metcalfe
(p. 413 and passim)-Qnly a few days apart, show a marked
contrast in rhetorical style, a contrast that points to a contrast in
meaning. This points clearly to the di sti nction between what
Thomas believes the Book of Mormon to say and what it in fact
actually says. Time after time, instead of determining first what a
term means in the Book of Mormon and then comparing or contrastin g it with the usage current in Joseph Smith's time,
Thomas simply compares the terms and attempts to derive the
meanin g of the Book of Mormon text from sources inimical to
it. 8S

In any case, Thomas's argument, as an historical interpretation of Joseph Smith's religiou s experience, is nonsense.
Thomas wants to see Joseph Smith as borrowing the Nephite
sacrament prayers from "frontier worship of western New
York" (p. 73, c f. 65-73). Is thi s the same Joseph Smith who
infuriated hi s contemporaries-and many of ours-by claiming

that God told him the churches he knew in his youth "were all
wrong" and "that all their creeds were an abomination in his
sight" (Joseph Smith-H istory 1:19)? Is Thomas's Joseph
Smith, who eclectically borrows what he hears in Protestant
meetings, the sa me Joseph Smith who told his mother how
worthless those meetings were and how little he learned at
them?86 Thomas expects us to believe that the rhetoric of the
85 An example of this is his co mpletely ignoring the work of Louis
Midgley on the use of the term "remember" in the Book of Mormon when
he glosses over the term (69-70). See Louis Midgley, "The Ways of
Remembrance," in John L. Sorenson and Mel vi n J. Thorne, eds.,
Rediscovering the Book of Mormo/l (S alt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FAR.M.S., 1991), 168- 76; Louis C. Midgley," '0 Man, Remember, and
Perish Not: (Mosiah 4:30):' in John W. Welch, Reexploring the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FA.R.M.S., 1992), 127-29;
cf. John W. Welch, "Our Nephite Sacrament Prayers," in ibid., 286-89.
86 She reports him as saying, "I can take my Bible, and go into the
woods and learn more in two hours than you can learn at meeting in two
years, if you should go all the time." Lucy Mack Smith , Biographical
Sketches of Joseph Smith the Prophet and his Progenitors for Man y
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Book of Mormon "indicates" what "Joseph Smith believed"
(p. 61 n. 4), and that the Book of Mormon mediates between
fixed and spontaneous liturgical prayers (pp. 56--58). whatever
that may mean. Meanwhile Thomas ignores the curious fact that
the sacramental prayers in the Doctrine and Covenants (20:77,
79) are identical to those in the Book of Mormon (Moroni 4:3,
5:2), and, excepting one change (D&C 27: 1-4), are identical to
the sacramentaJ prayers that have been used in the Church ever
since. Thomas expects us to believe that Joseph Smith wrote a
large book based on his religious views and spontaneous liturgical prayers but in the last thirty pages completely changed his
mind and for the rest of his life stuck to fixed liturgical prayers
(pp. 55-58).
It is not just his method, his historical evidence or his text
that Thomas has failed to master. He has even failed to master
the arguments of his collaborators. Thomas's argument contradicts that of his editor, for Metcalfe believes that doctrinal development proceeds along Joseph Smith's chronology and not internal Book of Mormon chronology, which can only work if the
Book of Mormon was dictated in a sequence other than it
appears in print. Thomas's argument assumes that the dictation
sequence of the Book of Mormon began with 1 Nephi; the burden of Metcalfe's work is to demonstrate that this is false.
Metcalfe and Thomas cannot both be right.
They can, however, both be wrong. Metcalfe takes the
argument that Mosiah through Moroni was translated before 1
Nephi through Words of Mormon and alters it to state that
Mosiah was written before I Nephi. He seeks to demonstrate a
distinct development and change in doctrine and style within the
Book of Mormon which he uses as an indication of chronological development. Metcalfe relies on phenomena that he sees as
present in the last and first parts of the Book of Mormon but
absent from Mosiah. Though Metcalfe has his share of methodological blunders. one of his biggest problems is that his arguments are often based on misreadings of the text. Since many of
the phenomena that he sees as appearing toward the later stage of

Generations (Lamoni, IA: The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter
Day Saints. 1912, reprinted Independence, Missouri: Herald. 1969). 101 =
Lucy Mack Smith, History of Joseph Smith, by His Mother, Lucy Mack
Smith (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1901),90.
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the translation process occur in the Book of Mosiah (and thu s at
the beginning of the translation process) his envisioned development does not hold. What follows are a few examples.
Metcalfe argues that Nephi, son of Lehi, knows that Christ
will appear to the Nephites after his resurrection but the prophets
from Mosiah to 3 Nephi do not because they "say nothing about
his resurrection advent" (p. 418). This, if true, would still be
nothing more than a classic argument from silence (argumentum
e silentio).87 Metcalfe argues from Alma 16:20 that "the people 's
uncertai nty, which Alma himse lf shares (7:8), implies that
nothing had been taught about a promise that Christ would visit
America, a promise Nephi earlier described in detail" (p. 41 8).
What Alma is uncertain about, however, is if Christ "will come

87 For an amusing illustration of this fallacy, see Tom Nibley, "A
Look at Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Coverjng Up the Black Hole jn the Book
of Marmo"," Review of Books 0" the Book oj Marmo" 5 (1993): 280-83.
The argument from si lence also appears in Firmage, "Historical
Criticism and the Book of Mormon," 6 1, where Firmage contends that the
small plates were a "li terary fictio n" because he claims they are not mentioned in some parts of the Book of Mormon. To support this, Firmage
cites, inter alia, Mosiah 28: II: "he took the records engraven on the plates
of brass, and also the plates of Nephi. and all the things which he had kept
alld preserved according to the commands aJGod, after having caused to be
written the records which were on the plates of gold which had been found
by the people of Limhi" (emphasis added). On the basis of this passage
alone I find Firmage's argument unconvincing. Since the phrase "all the
things which he had kept" clearly includes the plates of gold found by the
people of Limhi and other things as well , I see no reason that Mormon, in
making an abridgmellt of the records, should have had to include an itemized
list of everything passed down simply so that someone li ke Ed Firmage
could be sati sfied. Furthermore, Firmage's argument about Mormon's
comments in the Words of Mormon shows a surprising nai'vete about the
compiling of ancient records.
Firm age's arguments about there bei ng no mention of disputations to
which there are revelations imply that the disputations did not exist in ancient days but only in Joseph Smith's time (Firmage, "Historical Criticism
and the Book of Mormon," 62-63). These also are arguments from silence
served up wi th naivete and hubris. The ancient historical record is rife with
gaps in our knowledge and things mentioned that we would like to know
more about. To pull a random example: In tne biography of Ahmose si
lbana, Ahmose mentions that when he was young he slept in a Slll t i/1 w
(Kurt Setne, Urkuflde" der 18. DYllastie [Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1906-1,2.16).
Should we therefore argue, because in 3,000 years of Egyptian history there
is no other mention of this cloth object, that Ahmose never ex isted and that
his biography is a fraud? I trow not.

76

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON lliEBOOK QF MORMON 611 (1994)

among us at the time of his dwelling in his mortal tabernacle"
(Alma 7:8), which is different from Alma's teaching that Christ
"would appear unto Ihem after hi s resurrection" (Alma 16:20).
Alma knows that Christ will appear to the Nephites after his resurrection but is not certain about whether he would appear to
them before his resurrection.88 There is no demonstrable
"ignorance of Nephi' s prophecies" here to be "explained by
Mosian priority" (p. 418).89
Metcalfe would further have us believe that Joseph Smith
switched from penitent to Christocentric baptism with the comin g of Christ. In this, however. he follows the example of the
blind men and the elephant mistaking various facets of the same
experience for different things. With baptism the individual witnesses that he has repented of his sins, takes on the name of
Christ, and becomes a member of the Christian community, all
at the same time. If we look at the ways in which this appears in
Book of Mormon verses, we find that there is no neat division
such as that which Metcalfe envisions. Metcalfe argues that, "in
Mormon's abridgment from Mosiah to 3 Nephi 10, baptism
helps to effectuate repentance; from 3 Nephi 11 through the dictation of the replacement text [the small plates). the emphasis is
on Jesus Christ" (p. 420). Metcalfe completely ignores the standard scripture on baptism in Mosiah 18:8- 17 in his chart on
various types of baptism. In Mosiah 18: I7 we read : "And they
88 Metcalfe's argument has al ready been dealt with in Nibley, "A
Look at Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book
of Mormon," Review of Books 011 the Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 275. It
does bring up the problem of Metcalfe's arguments' excessive dependence on
the refuted arguments of the Tanners (see esp. p. 433 n. 49). But then again,
he still maintains that Joseph Smi th was "indebted to broader cultural
sources such as ami-masonic rhetoric" (p. 413; cf. Metcalfe, "Apologetic
and Critical Assumptions about Book of Mormon Historicity ," 172) even
though this has been conclusively demonstrated to be a mirage; see Daniel
C. Peterson, "Notes on 'Gadianton Masonry' ," in Stephen D. Ricks and
William J. Hamblin, eds., Warfare in the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and F.A.R .M .S., 1990), 174-224; Danie l C. Peterson,
" 'Secret Combinations' Revisited," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
III ( 1992): 184-88; Matt Roper, review of Jerald and Sandra Tanner,
Mormonism: Shadow or Reality?, in Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 4 (1992): 184-85.
89 The same fallacious argument appears in Firmage, " HiSlOrical
Criticism and the Book o f Monnon," 60, augmented with a generous helping of mind -reading. Firmage's arguments fail for the same reasons
Metcalfe's do.
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were called the church of God. or the church of Christ, from that
time forward. And it came to pass that whosoever was baptized
by the power and authority of God was added to his church."
Here we are explicitly told that anyone who is baptized by the
power and authority of God becomes a member of the church of
Christ even though Metcalfe would have us believe that such
references to Cluist are "vi rtually absent from Mosiah tluough 3
Nephi 10" (pp. 420-21). Also telling is Mosiah 26:22-23: " For
behold, this is my church; whosoever is baptized shall be baptized unto repentance. And whomsoever ye receive shall believe
in my name; and him willI freely forgive. For it is I that taketh
upon me the sins of the world." This is clearly a Christian text as
the (;ontext rnakt:s dear; the revt:ialioll was prompted because
"many of the ri si ng generation" "would not be baptized; neither
would they join the church" because they did not "believe concerning the coming of Christ" (Mosiah 26: 1-4). With the earliest
references to baptism in Mosiah being Christocentric, Metcalfe's
argument for doctrinal development collapses.
Metcalfe also argues that the meaning of the term "churches"
changes from "congregation" to "denomination." Here he has a
distinction without a difference. Mosiah 25:22 illu strates
Metca lfe's illogic here: Do we, with Metcalfe, take the statement
"notwithstand ing there being many churches they were all one
church" to mean "notwithstandi ng there being many congregations they were all one congregation" or "notwithstanding there
being man y congregation s they were all one denomination"?
Since the word "c hurc h" ha s both the meaning s of
"de nomination" and "congregation" in Mosiah , Metcalfe's
argument does not hold.

The Question of Translation
It see ms apparent from Metcalfe's arguments that he has
never done any translation himself. 90 Metcalfe assumes that
when translating from one language to another the same word in
the target language is consistently used to translate a given word
in the source language whenever it appears. This is not necessari ly true. It is for this reason that Metcalfe' s argument that
alternation between "wherefore" and "therefore" proceeds along
90 Thi s is also true of hi s arguments against the Joseph Smith
Translation of the Bible in "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about
Book of Mormon HislOrici ly," 179-83.
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chronological lines (pp. 408- 14) is an interesting bit of irrelevancy. Its use to discredit the Book of Mormon involves the
assumption that Latter-day Saints do not believe that Joseph
Smith translated the Book of Mormon into his own language. I
know of no Latter-day Saint, no matter how conservative, who
dispute s the assertion that Joseph tran slated the Book of
Mormon into hi s own nineteenth-century English. It is, nevertheless, sorr.elhing different to argue that, because Joseph used
his own language, the revelations he received or the translations
he made were therefore not divine or normative or historical or
truc. 91

The same reasoning can be applied to Metcalfe's arguments
about the usage of Christ and Messiah (pp. 427-33). There is no
reason why we must postulate different underlying words for
"Messiah" and "Christ" in the original Book of Mormon text.
"Messiah" and "Christ" do, after all, both mean " the anointed
one." The distinction between "Mess iah" and "Chri st" when
used together in the Book of Mormon is one of generic versus
specific, between the concept of a messiah as understood by the
Jews and the particular being that the Nephites believe to be the
mess iah. Thus Nephi urges his readers to "believe in Christ, the
Son of God, [specific] ... and look not forward any more for
another Messiah [general)"' (2 Nephi 25:16). Thus (he distinction
between "Messiah" and "Christ" can be viewed as a nuance of
English exploited that we "might come to understanding" (D&C
1:24), but need not reflect anything about the Nephite language.
Thus the textual variant in I Nephi 12: 18 noted by Metcalfe (pp.
429-32) is an adjustment of the English translation (which does
not change the meaning-for Nephi. Joseph Smith, and
Mormons, the Messi ah is Christ) and need argue nothing about
the original text.
Metcalfe's real issue is not Mosian priority but Book of
Mormon authorship. The arguments for Mosian priority have
been made before by Richard Bushman92 and John W.

9 1 See also Stephen E. Robin son, review of Dan Vogel, ed., The
Word a/God, 316-17.
92 Richard Bu shma n, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of
Mormonism (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1985),99,223
n. 67. Ignore everything after the first three paragraphs in note 67 as thc rest
is based on a fo rgery by Mctcalfe's former friend and colleague, Mark
Hofmann ; see Sillitoe and Roberts, Salarrumder, 255-63. 540-41.
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Welch,93 both of whom accept the Book of Mormon as historical. Metcalfe is so eager to have the evidence "point to Smith as
the narrative's chief designer" (p. 433) that he has let this con~
c1usion cloud his judgment and his readings. All his arguments
for the internal developments of themes are spurious.

The Labors of Hercules
To rid the field of Joseph Smith's repeated assertions that the
Book of Mormon was a translation, Metcalfe enlists the aid of
Edward H. Ashment, an insurance salesman. Ashment has a tall
order ahead of him. He must (I) clear the ground of all adduced
signs of ancient origins by appearing to destroy all evidence of
Hebraisms and Egyptianisms adduced in the Book of Mormon,
all suggest ions advanced for ancient onomastica in the Book of
Mormon, and all solutions proposed for script and language of
the Book of Mormon. Since, however, he cannot leave a vacuum, he must (2) plant other theories in their place by explaining
the proposed Hebraisms as part of Joseph Smith's style, providing a plausible explanation for all the ancient-sounding names,
and explaining the translation process of Joseph Smith. This is a
sizeable task, and it would appear that Ashment has bitten off
more than he can chew.

Questions of Original Language
Asking what the original language of the Book of Mormon
was is a legitimate question. Scholars ask this of many documents for which the historical setting is uncertain and especially
where it is suspected that the present form of the document is a
translation. 94 Criteria differ depending upon the translator, the
sou rce and target language of the document, as well as the presence of intermediary languages. The general method is to look
for imperfections in the translation-and hope there are some93 Welch, Reexploring the Book of Mormon, 1-8.
94 Examples may be found throughout literature on the pseudepigrapha. as may be seen in many of the introductions to individual works
in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols.
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983-85). But genuine as well as dubious
works are preserved only in translation; e.g. Johannes Quaslen, Patrofogy, 4
vols. (Utrecht: Spectrum, reprinted Westminster, Maryland: Christian
Classics, 1990), 2:43.
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where the original language shows through; sometimes things
said in one language just cannot be expressed in another. A second technique is to look for word plays that work in the source
language but not in the target language. Yet another method is to
look at personal names and determine where the personal names
would fit. 95 All of these methods have been used with respect to
the Book of Mormon .
The question of original langu age usually goes hand in hand
with the original setting of the text. The text is understood quite
differently depending on the setting in which it is placed. In
many scholarly di scuss ion s of original language, the original
setting for the text is assumed and then the original language is
llt:cidt:u. based on a preconcei ved notion of what the setting is.

Thus for those who would view the Book of Mormon as nineteenth-century fiction it is important to establish that the original
language is English. Methodologically, the place to start is what
the text claims for itself, for if you assume that the document is a
forgery to begin with nothing will ever change your mind .96
Just so, as a preliminary, Ashment describes some of the
Book of Mormon statements about the language and script in
which it is written (pp. 33 1-32). His summary is brief, too brief
in fact. The term Language occurs forty-three times in the Book
of Mormon , and can represent both script (Mosiah 1:4 ; 8: II;
9:1; 24:4; 3 Nephi 5:18; Ether 3:22) and speech ( I Nephi 1:15;
3:2 1; 5:3, 6, 8; 10:15; 17:22; 2 Nephi 3 1:3; Omni 1: 18; Alma
5:61; 7: 1; 26:24; 46:26; Helaman 13:37), and thus it is often
ambiguous (e.g. I Nephi 1:2).97 The "language of the Egyptians" occurs twice (1 Nephi 1:2; Mosiah 1:4), though it is not
immediately apparent from either of these passages whether this
expression refers to the writing system or the tongue. Mormon
9:32 indicates that the term "Egyptian" at least refers to the

95 Edward FitzGerald's RuMiydt of Omar Khayydm is faul![ ess
English but the names indicate the original source.
96 Frederich Blass, " Hermeneutik und Kritik.," Einleitende ulld HilfsDiu.iplinen, vol. 1 of Iwan von Muller's Handbuch der klassischen
AltertumswissenschaJt (Miinchen : Beck, 1886), 268; Nibley, "New
Approaches to Book of Mo rmon Study," CWH N 8: 55-56; Daniel C.
Peterson, review of Nibley, Prophetic Book oj Mormon, in Review oj
Books on the Book oj Mormon 2 ( 1990): 168.
97 The misunderstanding of the Book. of Mormon's usage of the tenn
"language" is where Finnage's analysis ("Historical Criticism and the Book
of Mormon," 59--60) initially goes astray.
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the "characters,"98 while the next verse mentions that the
Nephites knew Hebrew (Mormon 9:33). This ambiguity more
than anything else is what produces the wide variety of work by
those who accept the Book of Mormon as an ancient text, and
explains why the wide variety has been tolerated.99
Ashment claims that "the statement that Egyptian characters
were so 'reformed ... according to our manner of speech'
(emphasis added) that they would have been unintelligible ...
would be an unparalleled phenomenon" (p. 331, quoting
Mormon 9:32 but omitting the citation). Ashment has made
some unwarranted assumptions here. The first assumption is
that, when Moroni says "none other people knoweth our language," he refers to the "script" of the Nephites. Contrary to
Ashment's assertions, this would not be unparalleled: Although
98 Cf. PiS 1:399, 425. Edwin Firmage, Jr.'s, explanation
("Historical Criticism and the Book of Mormon," 59-60), is far fetched.
Anthon described the characters he was shown on more than one occasion.
The Mormon version is that "he said that they were Egyptian, Chaldeak,
Assyriac. and Arabac. and he said that they were true chamcters." (PiS 1:285
"" He 1:20 = Joseph Smith-History I :64). The anti-Mannon version is that
"this paper was in fact a singular scrawl. It consisted of all kinds of crooked
characters disposed in columns, and had evidently been prepared by some
person who had before him at the time a book containing various alphabets.
Greek and Hebrew letters, crosses and flourishes. Roman letters inverted or
placed sideways. were arranged in perpendicular columns, and the whole
ended in a rude delineation of a c ircle divided into various compartments.
decked with various strange marks. and evidently copied after the Mexican
Calendar given by Humboldt. but copied in such a way as not to betray the
source whence il was derived." (Charles Anthon. leiter to E. D. Howe dated
17 February 1834, in E. D, Howe. Mormonism Unvailed {Painsville: E.D.
Howe, 18341.27(-72,) From these two accounts it is clear that Anthon had
not the slightest idea what the characters he saw were; he instead describes
what he saw in terms of things with which he was at least vaguely familiar.
Firmage would have us believe that. of all the ancient scripts that Anthon
mentioned, Joseph Smith happened to pick the one in which one of the earliest known versions of any biblical passage is preserved (see below).
99 For years I have been noting, at least mentally- more recently in
print-that many of the Hebraisms deduced for the Book of Mormon were
true of Egyptian as well. See John Gee, review of Daniel H. Ludlow, ed.,
The Encyclopedia of Mormonism, in Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 5 ( 1993): 179-80, esp. n. 7. It did not seem as though sufficient
evidence existed to decide the issue of whether the underlying text of the
Book of Mormon was a literary form of Egyptian used by Hebrew speakers
or whether the language was simply Hebrew. A careful study of the arguments against which Ashment contends persuades me that decisive evidence
does exist. which I shall present below.
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both of the Meroitic scripts are based on Egyptian scripts, the
symbols do not necessarily have the same phonetic values, and
the basic language is not the same, so that to an Egyptian, a
Meroitic inscription would have been unintelligible-with the
exception of a few words, phrases, and signs Meroitic is largely
unintelligible to everyone even today. Il is common practice
when adapting a script to another language to alter it according to
the manner of speech of the new language. For example, the
Sumerian sign gahad the Sumerian readings of pisan "box" and
ga"house," the lattcr value being also used purely phonetically.
When Akkadian speakers adopted the Sumerian writing system,
they borrowed the word pisan as pisannu but did not write the
loan word with the sign, and not having the phoneme (g] in their
phonemic inventory changed the value of the sign to ga.. Demotic
also altered its writing system in line with the spoken language,
which is why the same sign can represent (among other things)
both nJ"the (plural)" and n=y "to me"; this is one of the reasons
why Demotic is notoriously difficult to learn.
Anxious to distance any Mesoamerican writing system from
Egyptian, Ashment compares Mayan glyphs to cuneiform and
contrasts them with Egyptian. He supports his arguments by
referring to Yale University's Maya expert Michael Coe (pp.
341-42).100 This is peculiar since Coo, in the book Ashment
cites, repeatedly compares Mayan studies to EgyptologylOI and
the Mayan glyphs to Egyptian hieroglyphs. 102 The whole disI 00 Coe is no friend of the Monnons. He refers to the "fantastic theorizing by the lunatic and near-lunatic fringe" that he heard from "an Apostle
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Reorganized)" Michael
D. Coe. Breaking the Maya Code (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1992),
194.
101 Ibid. , 34-35, 50, 54, 226, 235, 249, 260-62, 274. Coe even says
of the Maya pyramids: "I have read in many books that the Maya pyramids
were nothing like the Egyptian Ones in that they weren't used for royal
lombs. That this is sheer, unfounded nonsense has been shown again and
again .... Cheops would have fell right at home." Ibid., 66.
102 Ibid., 147,263--64. As an Egyptian specialist, I find one of the
most intrigu ing comparisons to be one Ihat Coe missed: The Mayan verb,
according to Coe, uses the same sel of pronouns to conj ugate transitive
verbs as it does to indicate possession of nouns (ibid., 51-52); the same
phenomenon coincidentally occurs in Egyptian with the suffix: prOnOuns.
This is not to say that there is a connection between the two. The modern
Greek subj unctive shares man y peculiarities with the Middle Egyptian
sgm=f; I know the histories of both of these languages and much of the history of thei r cultural contacts and ca n say that there is nO possible causal
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cussion by Ashment seems completely irrelevant, since no one
Ashment cites has suggested that the Book of Mormon was
written in Mayan, or claimed that the Nephites were the Mayans
or that the Nephites had much significant contact, if any at all,
with the Mayans, just as hi s poorly reproduced and often
lopped-off inscriptions (p. 340, figure 6) from four different
cultures, genres, scripts, and time periods (all at least 400 years
apart) seem irrelevant.103 The sole reason for this confused
digression seems to be that Ashment has found Moroni's statement about Nephite writing problematic because Ashment
assumes "that Egyptian characters were somehow conceptual
and thus capable of conveying more information" than Hebrew
characters could (p. 331).

Joseph Smith on Translating the Book of Mormon
Bearing in mind the assumption that the Book of Mormon
text claims to be written in conceptual characters, Ashment's
next objective is to try to demonstrate that Joseph Smith considered them to be conceplual characters also (pp. 332-37). In this
discussion he relies completely on secondary summaries and,

connection between the two, though the coincidence is strik ing. I have not
seen any ev idence that convinces me that the Mayan had any connection
with the Nephites and thus can see no reason why there should necessarily
be any connection between the Egyptians and the Mayans. I merely find the
parallel intriguing. Likewise, students of the Book of Monnon will find
David Stuart's decipherment of the Mayan Anterior Date and Posterior Date
Indicators as utiy ("it had come 10 pass") and iual ut ("and then it came to
pass") respectively, very intriguing (ibid., 240-41).
[03 The figures Ashmen! provides arc (a) the first two broken lines of
an Eighteenlh Dynasty (during the reign of Amenhotep III, ca. 13.:53 B.C.)
Egyptian funcrary inscription from the north side, lower west end of the
passage to the court of the tomb of Kheruef (see The Epigraphic Survey,
The Tomb of Kheruef: Theban Tomb 192 [Chicago: Oriental Institute,
19801, plate 22); (b) the first eleven lines of the prologue to the famous law
code of Hammurabi (ca. 1760-50 B.C.) which have been rotated 90° from
their orientation on the stele (probably taken from Riekele Borger,
Babylonisch-assyrische Lesesliicke [Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,
1963]. Tafel 2); (c) the Siloam inscription from the reign of Hezekiah (ca.
70 1 B.C.); and (d) part of one (or two?) Mayan inscription(s) (the earliest
dated Mayan inscription is A.D. 292 and the latest is 889; see Coe, Breaking
Ihe Maya Code, 63, 68). Metcalfe's book is inconsistent about its attribution of fi gures; d. the fuss on p. 295.
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while noting that no information was forthcoming from Joseph

Smith hi~self, completely ignores the statements of those pre~ent dUring the translation .104 Joseph said that " it was not
IOtended to tell the world all the particulars of the coming forth
the book of Mormon, & also said that it was not expedient for
him to relate these things,"IOS save that he "translated them into
the english (sic] language, by the gift and power of God."I06
Ashment only gives small excerpts of Smith's statement that

or

the Title Page of the Book of Mormon is a literal translation, taken from the very last leaf, on the left hand side
of the collection or book of plates, which contained the
record which has been translated; and Aal by eAy meaAS
the language of the whole running same as all Hebrew
writing in general; and that, said Title Page is not by any
means a modern composition either of mine or of any
other man's who has lived or does live in this generation."107

In another pertinent statement that Ashment omits, Emma Smith,
who acted for a time as scribe, said that "when he [Joseph] came
to proper names he could not pronounce, or long words, he
spelled them oul. ... Even the word Sarah [sic] he could not
pronounce at first, but had to spell it. and I would pronounce it
for him. "108
Since the only individual who knew the translation process
first-hand said little, and Ashment ignores those who were present during the translation, how does Ashmenl make a case for
104 For a critical evaluation of these statements, see Royal Skousen.
"Towards a Cri tical Edition of the Book of Mormon," BYU Studies 3011
(Winter 1990): 51-56. It may be worth noting that the eyewitnesses to the
translation are the ones who argue for a tight control of the process, while
those argui ng for loose control of the translation process are not eyew itnesses.
105 Donald Q. Cannon, and Lyndon W. Cook, cds., Far West Record:
Minutes of the Church of Jesus ChrLw of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1983), 23. This comes from the minutes of the General
Conference held in Orange, Ohio, on 25 October 1831.
106 PlS 2:71 = PWlS 77 <: PlS 1:128 (9 November 1835). This
material is missing from HC 2:304.
107 PlS1:300=HCJ:71""TPJS7.

108 Emma Smith, cited in Skousen, "Towards a Critical Edition of
the Book of Mormon," 52. As Skousen points out (ibid., 69 n. 29), the
name is probably Sariah, not Sarah. Also quoted in Russell M. Nelson, "A
Treasured Testament," Ensign 23n (July 1993): 62.

METCALFE. ED., NEW APPROACHES (GEE)

85

conceptual characters on the gold pl ates? To do so, he enlists the
aid of a si ngle sheet of paper containing a series of four disjointed notes in the handwriting of Frederick G. Williams, without explanation and without date. It is generally thought that
"t hese statements were part of what was being studied at the
School of the Prophets in Kirtland," though this too is speculati on because the statement s are "given no context, heading, or
comment ," and are " not attributed to Joseph or anyone else."I09
Given a document wandering without an identifiable hi storical
context Ashment concocts hi s own historical scenario:
It is certainly conceivable that there would be heightened interest in the language of the Book of Mormon at
this time, with its peculiar mix of Egyptian and Hebrew,
just as Smith and his close associates were beginning to
study Hebrew in earnest. As they were study ing Hebrew
with the prophet in December 1835 they must have asked
him a question about the lan guage of the Book of
Mormon requesting a back-transliteration [sic]110 (p.
333 n. 12. emphasis added). 11 I

Mu st they have? If these documents were actually produced-as Ashment c1aims-on 5 December 1835 when Joseph
Smith st udied Hebrew with Oliver Cowdery and Frederick G.

109 John W. Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book 0/ Mormon (Salt Lake
Ci ty: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1992). 58-59. The statement about
"no context" was made about a transcript by John M. Bernhisel, but it
applies equally to all the documents in question. A copy of the document in
Frederick G. William's handwriti ng is on p. 61.
I 10 Throughout pages 332- 34 Ashment shows considerable confusion
about the use of the term "transli teration." Thus he labels a translation, a
transliteration of a translation, and a transliteration all transliterations. To be
clear on this point: Translation is the transfer of a text from one language to
.mother. Transliteration is the transfer of a text from one script to another
(generally into the Latin al phabet). This distinction is fundame ntal and
drilled into all first-year Egyptian students. Has Ashment forgotten so
much?
III The reader may compare this use of rhetoric instead of evidence
with samples provided in Hugh Nibley, " How to Write an Anti-Mormon
Book (A Handbook for Beginners)," in Tinkling Cymbals and Sounding
Brass: The Art o/Tel/illS Tales about Joseph Smith and Brigham Young,
CWHN II :495-99; and Stephen E. Robinson, review of D. Michael Quinn,
Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, in BYU Studies 27/4 (1988):

92.
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Williams,! 12 then we might well ask why the notes do not malCh
the transliteration system Joseph Smith and his associates were
wont to use,1I 3 Since Ashment admits that "Smith's Hebrew
transliterations are recognizable as such" (p. 335) and since thi s

is not recognizable as such, it is likely not Smith's. Ashment
assumes a story of pure fantasy. It is equally conceivable-and
eq ually hypothetical---that the notes come from Daniel Peixotto's
Hebrew class and suggest why the brethren determined that he
was "not qualified to give us the knowledge we wish to
acquire." 114 If " it is clear from the Prophet' s diaries. as well as
the journals of the scribes. that he often dictated to his assistants,
it is equally clear that the scribes and clerks often composed and
recorded information on their own." !15 Why then should an undated scrap of paper without any hi storical context and admittedly at variance with Joseph Smith's regular practice be
assumed to reflect perfectly Joseph Smith's ideas simply
because it contains samples of the handwriting of someone who
was Joseph Smith's scribe at one point in his life?! 16

I ! 2 The incident is recorded in PJS 2:95 = PWJS 97 = PJS I: 152 =
HC 2:325.
113 Joseph records having previously studied Hebrew on 20, 21, 23.
27 November and 4 December 1835; see PJS I: 144, 147, 151; 2:87-88, 90;
PWJS 9 1-93, 96; HC2:300. 3 18-2 1, 325; possibly he studied it on 11 - 12
November 1835 as well; see PJS 2:74. Daniel Peixotlo had been in the area
since at least 2 November 1835 and had been detennined unqualified to teach
the subject; see PJS 1:119, 144-45; 2:63; PWJS 70, 9 1; HC 2:3 18-19; D.
Kelly Ogden, "The Kirtland Hebrew School (19835-36)," in Mihon V.
Backman. Jr. , Regional Studies ill Latter·day 5ailll Church History: Ohio
(Provo. Utah: Department of Church History and Doctrine, Brigham You ng
Uni versity , 1990),67. Ashment's date of "January 1836, when Smith began
his formal study of Hebrew" (pp. 334-35) is difficult to square with the
other historical sources.
114 PJS 2:87 = PWJS 91 = PlS 1:144-45"" HC 2:318- 19.
I 15 Howard C. Searle, "Authorship of the History of Joseph Smith: A
Review Essay," BYU Studies 21t1 (Winter 198 1): 105.
116 On the problems of Joseph Smith and his scribes see Dean C.
Jessee, "Priceless Words and Fallible Memories: Joseph Smith as Seen in
the Effort to Preserve His Discourses," BYU Studies 3 1n (Spring \991 ):
19-40; Dean C. Jessee, "Preface," in PWlS xiii-xix; Dean C. Jessee,
"General Introduction ," PJS 1:x ix- lI.lI.xi; Dean C. Jessee, " Introduction to
Joseph Smi th 's Journal ," PJS 2:xxi-lI.lI.v; Searle, "Authorship of the
History of Joseph Smith ," 101 - 22. For a general treatment of the problems
of "mi srepresen tation ," "distortion," and "anoma lies," see Stephen E.
Robinson, Are Mormons Christians? (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 199 1),
12- 2 1.
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Ante hoc ergo propter hoc?111
Rather than accept Joseph Smith's own statements that he
translated the Book of Mormon, Ashment argues that if the
alleged Hebraisms are part of Joseph Smith's own ordinary language, then they cannot be seen as ancient. Immediately he runs
into a problem; there are no samples of Joseph Smith's personal
writings (e.g., letters, journals) from either before or around the
time of the translation of the Book of Mormon with which to test
for sty listic material. Therefore Ashment examines the language
of the 1833 Book of Commandments, assuming that the words
contained in the Doctrine and Covenants are solely those of
Joseph Smith (pp. 359, 361-62, 375-85). (Note that Ashmen!'s
method assumes that God had nothing to do with the Doctrine
and Covenants at all.) Ashment then uses this sampling of 1833
material to determine what is indicative of Joseph Smith's language usage in 1829. 11 8 This leads to an anachronism, since
language which Ashment would see as Hebrai sms in the
Doctrine and Covenants comes after the Book of Mormon.
Furthermore, if Joseph "translated" rather than invented the
Book of Mormon, then we might expect some of the mannerisms of speech used in a lengthy work which he was engaged in
translating to have had some impact on his style of speech. I 19
Peculiarities of language and expression do influence the style of
someone who works with a language to any great extent.
(Recently one Egyptologist observed to me, " Have you ever
noticed how Egyptologists speak in circumstantial clauses?") We
know, furthermore, that Joseph Smith was influenced by the
Book of Mormon; he began his first history with a heading imitating the title page of the Book of Mormon succeeded by the
following sentence, patterned after 1 Nephi 1: 1:
II? The normal fallacy is post hoc ergo propter hoc, the notion that if
something happened after something else, it happened because of it. For
example, the Kassites conquered the Babylonians after the Egyptians wrote
the Pyramid Texts, but it would be fallacious to connect the two. Here,
however, we are looking at the bizarre phenomenon of someone actually arguing that A happened before B, therefore A happened because of B.
118 Though some of the revelations in the 1833 Book of
Commandments were given before or during the translation of the Book of
Mormon, by no means all were. Ashment's samplings of linguistic material
tend to date from after the translation of the Book of Monnon, running the
methodological risk of having placed the cart before the horse.
119 Ashment considers thi s possibi lity on pp. 359-60, 370. but simply mocks it.

88

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 611 (1994)

I was born in the town of Charon in the <State> of
Vermont North America on the twenty third day of
December AD 1805 of goodly Parents who spared no
pains to instructing me in <the> Christian religion l20
Without documentation of Joseph Smith's style before the
translation of the Book of Mormon, there is no way to determine
whether shared locutions indicate that the Book of Mormon is
influencing Joseph Smith or vice versa; only Book of Mormon
locutions nO( used by Joseph Smith are significant. Thus, when
Ashment (p. 377) can only find one example of the phrase "after
,ha,"I2' in 'he Book of Commandments (15:47 = D&C 18:43)-and none of the locutions "because that" or ·'before that"although this particular revelation containing the phrase "after
that" was given in June 1829 towards the end of the translation
period, it is thus more likely that Book of Mormon syntax would
influence Joseph Smith's syntax than the other way around.

How to Lie (with Statistics)
Besides employing a faulty method, Ashment has not been
honest with the data. Careful comparison of John Tvedtnes's
original contentions about Hebraisms in the Book of Mormon
with Ashment's proposed data from the 1833 Book of
Commandments shows that Ashment has not found the same
linguistic phenomena at all. For example, comparison of
Ashmen.'s liS! of "Words Used in Unusual Ways" (pp. 379-80)
with Tvedtnes's original list shows that none of Ashment's
examples is the same as anything from Tvedtnes's list. Exactly
what Ashment meant to prove by his list is uncertain; no explanation is included of what Ashment thinks is unusual about any
of the phrases in question, or why any might be considered
120 PWJS4= PJS 1:3. The impact of the Book of Mormon on LDS
autobiography has been noted in Maureen Ursenbach Beecher, ·'Biography
and Autobiography:· in Ludlow, 00., Encyclopedia of Mormonism 1: 113.
This is remarkable because "nowhere docs the Book of Mormon suggest that
it was written to be a pallern of historical writing;" Eric C. Olson, "The
'Perfect Pattern': The Book of Mannon as a Model for the Writing of Sacred
History'· BYU Swdies 3112 (Spring 1991): 17.
12 { The argument that this is a Hebraism may be found in John A.
Tvedtnes, "The Hebrew Background of the Book of Mormon." in John L.
Sorenson and Melvin 1. Thorne, eds. , Rediscoverjng Ihe Book of Mormon
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1991),86-87.
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Hebraisms, whereas Tvedtnes explicitly identified what was
unusual with each example.
Another instance of Ashment's failure to isolate the correct
linguistic phrase is more illustrative. Tvedtnes's twelfth example
of a Hebrai sm l22 Ashment nearly correctly summarizes as
where " the possess ive pronoun is expressed by a genitival
phrase" (p. 358). To make this absolutely clear, the linguistic
pattern is noun + of + personal pronoun; e.g., "the words of
me" (Jacob 5:2).123 Ashment's list of proposed passages in the
Book of Commandments stretches for over a page, but the vast
majority of these are not cases of a possess ive pronoun
expressed by a genitival construction. "God," "Nephi," and "the
adversary," to choose merely three examples, are simply not
personal pronouns in any language. Ashment has only come up
with four examples that match what he says he is finding (Book
of Commandments 1:5; 9:17; 15 :37,38 = D&C 1:24; 10:67;
18:34 [with two examples]). In these four examples, however,
the words "are," "not," and "but" are not nouns; thus he has no
genuine example of the same phenomenon. In the space of a few
pages, Ashment has confused nouns with pronouns, verbs,
conjunctions. adverbs, and even adjectives ("hypothetical" on p.
366, " tran sliteration" for " transliterated" on p. 334). There
would seem to be little point in continuing with the linguistic
arguments of someone who does not appear to know his parts of
speec h, but there is some profit in pursuing our analysis further.
Ashment co nfronts a more difficult problem in Royal
Skousen's arguments for Hebrew usage (pp. 360-63). Skousen
ide ntified examples of co nditional clauses in the Book of
Mormon where the apodosis is marked by "and " rather than
"lhen."I24 For example, "and ifye shall ask with a sincere heart,
wi th real intent, having faith in Christ. and he will manifest the
truth of it unto you" (Moroni 10:4. 1830 edition). 125 Here.
English would expect the word " then" rather than "and"~ while
the use of "and" is good Hebrew, it is impossible English. In
attempting to refute this argument, Ashment not only follows the
same fallacious method of looki ng for examples in the later
Doctrine and Covenants, but he also subtly adopts another false
122 The relevant section is in ibid., 89-90.
t 23 The example is taken from ibid., 90.

124 Royal Skousen, "Towards a Critical Edition of the Book of
Mormon," BYU Studies 30/1 (Winter 1990): 42-43.
125 This example was cited in ibid.• 43.
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assumption which alters his data as well (pp. 362, 380--85).
Ashment assumes that an inverted conditional is the same as a
non-inverted onc. Take, for example. Book of Commandments
12:3 (; D&C 14:7):
And if you keep my commandments. and endure to
the end, you shall have eternal life.
The inverted form of this would be:

And you shall have eternal life, if you keep my
commandments. and endure to the end.
This latter form Ashment takes as the equivalent of,
If YOll keep my commandments, and endure to the
end, and you shall have etemallife.

Note that, in the process of inverting, the conjunction "and"
(italicized in the examples) has been transferred from its function
of coordinating the conditional clauses to the new function of
marking the apodosis. Ashment's assumption that an inverted
conditional clause is identical to a noninverted conditional clause
does not hold. Thus all examples of inverted conditional phrases
in Ashment's data can be rejected as specious, reinterpreting the
function of the conjunction from connecting the conditional
clause to marking the apodosis. This removes all Ashment's
examples from the Doctrine and Covenants save one. This
example (D&C 5:27) runs as follows:
But if he deny this,
he will break the covenant which he has before covenanted
with me,
and behold he is condemned. (Book of Commandments
4:9; D&C 5:27.)126
Ashment has clearly misunderstood the compound apodosis. If
this were a real example it would read:
But if he deny this,
and he will break the covenant which he has before
126 The text has not changed between the two editions, but the punctuation has. That given here is that of the 1833 Book of Commandments.

METCALFE, ED. , NEIV APPROACHES (GEE)

91

covenanted with me,
and behold he is condemned.
Since Ashment has no examples of this sentence construction in
the Doctrine and Covenants, his statistic from the Doctrine and
Covenants drops from 6% to 0% and the rest of hi s analysis
becomes an exercise in statistical irrelevancy.127
Before leaving Ashment's argument, we should note two
other methodological mistakes that Ashment has made. Ashment
compares the statistics from the entire Book of Mormon with
those of the book of Jeremiah, which he " included as a contemporary Hebrew control doc ument" (p. 361 ),128 informing us
that the percentages should be the same (pp. 361-63). Here
Ashment presents us with the fallacy of a sample with built-in
bi as. 129 "The Book of Jeremiah is partly in prose, partly in
poetry, these being present in almost equal proportions."130 The
Book of Mormon is largely historical prose or exhortatory discourse.131 Since poetry and prose are notorious for having different sy ntax, a syntactic comparison of this sort is virtually
meaningless. Even if Jeremiah were the same genre of text, there
is no reason why the percentage usage of any given stylistic
variant should be the same between any two individuals.
Finally, one suspects that a sample of thirty~e ight conditional
clauses in Jeremiah (p. 362) is not statistically significant, especially as compared to over ten times as many conditional clauses
in the Book of Mormon. 132 One also wonders how much
methodological se nse it makes to count stylistic features in a
translation of Jeremiah anyway.
Thi s brings up an important bit of misleading legerdemain
shared in both Ashment's and Metcalfe' s essays. The appear127 For the fallacy of irrelevant proof, see Dav id Hackeu Fisher,

Historians' Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New York:
Harper and Row, 1970),45-47.
128 We should note that Moroni and Jeremiah date 1000 years apart.
129 Sce Darre ll Huff. How 10 Lie with Statistics (New York: Norton.
19541. 1 1- 26.
30 John Bright, Jeremiah (Garden City, New York: Doubleday.
1964), Ix.
13 1 For poetry, see S. Kent Brown , "The Pro phetic Lam ents of
Sa.muel the Lamanite," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies III (1992):
163-80; chiasmus is a prose fea.ture. see Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 1-20,
vol . 4 of The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday. 1993), 80-81.
132 See Huff, How to Lie with Statistics. 37-59.
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ance given the reader is that all of the statistics and word counts
given in the articles derive from careful examination of the 1833
Book of Commandments, the 1830 Book of Mormon, and- in
Metcalfe's case-the Original and Printer' s Manuscripts of the
Book of Mormon . Caveat Lector! The reader should be warned
that in many cases where the item is explicitly identified as
coming from one of these sources, it seems to have been generated by the computerized scripture program.133

Iell MujJ Es Anders iJbersetzen 134
Ashmcnl uses so me sleight of hand to discredit Brian
Stubbs's argument about "long strings of subordinate clauses
and verbal expressions" in the Book of Mormon. 135 Ashment
argues that if this were true of ancient Hebrew then it would
show up in the 1981 translation of portions of the Book of
Mormon into modem Hebrew. Mark Twain has provided an
amusing example of this sort of thing: When Madam Blanc
translated hi s "Notoriou s Jumping Frog of Calaveras County"
into French, he promptly provided a skewed translation bac k
into English. Where Twain' s original read:
The feller took the box again, and took another long,
particular look, and give it back to Smiley, and says,
very deliberate, "Well," he says, " I don't see no p'ints
about that frog that's any better'n any other frog.

Madame Blanc's read:
L'i ndividu reprend la bOlte, I'examine de no uveau
longuement , et 1a rend a Smiley en dis ant d'un air
d6Iibere:-Eh bien! je ne vois pas que ceUe grenouille ait
rien de mieux qu ' aucune grenouille.
which Twain retranslated as:

133 Is it just coi ncidence that al l of Metcalfe's statistical data supposedly coming fro m the 1830 Book of Mormon match those produced by the
computerized scripture program?
134 Goethe, Faust, 1227.
135 The article in question, which Ashment never bothers to ci te. is
Brian Stubbs, " Book of Mormon Language," in Ludlow, ed., ErlC}"clopedia
of Mormonism, I: 179-8 I.
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The individual retook the box, it examined of new
iongly. and it rendered to Smiley in saying with an air
deliberate:
"Eh bien! I no saw not that that frog had nothing of
better than each frog." 136
This illustrates the follies of careless retroversion.!37 Ashment does not give sufficient reason why we should trust a
translation of the Book of Mormon into colloquial modern
Hebrew by a Jew who did not believe it, a translation which can
be believed only insofar as it is translated correctly, a translation
which was taken out of circulation for several reasons-one
being its inaccuracy. I3S Can such a translation really give us any
indication of what an original Hebrew text should read like?
Given the disparity between the English text and the Modern
Hebrew rendition. which is simpler to conclude: that the original
Book of Mormon text is flawed, or that the translation into
Modern Hebrew is flawed? Since the Modern Hebrew translation was not a conscientious attempt to render the Book of
Mormon into a hypothetical ancient Hebrew idiom but into
Modern Hebrew, we would expect it to resemble the grammar,
vocabulary, and sy ntax of the original text no more than we
expect the Vellas translation of the Good News Version of the
New Testament into modern Greek to resemble the grammar,
vocabulary. and syntax of the original Koine.
Another example of Ashment's technique of irrelevant proof
is his rewriting of the text of Genesis 1: 1 in the manner of
Words of Mormon I: 15-18 (pp. 365-66). Aside from being an
exercise in sarcasm, Ashment's hypothetical example merely
demonstrates that, given a sample of text, he can mimic the style;
it does not show that "long strings of subordinate clauses and
verbal expressions" are not characteristic of Hebrew.
136 Mark Twain, "The Notorious Jumping Frog of Calaveras
COUnlY:· in The Family Mark Twain (New York: Harper and Brothers,
[935). 1072, 1076, 1079, respectively. The name of the translator is given
on p. 1163.
137 For appropriate cautions about retran slations, see McCarter,
Textual Criticism, 68-70. cf. 66-67. Brent Metcalfe cites this book with
approval in his introduction (p. ix n. 2) but there is no indication that he
has read it; Ashment seems to have either not read or not understood it or he
would not make this methodological mistake.
138 I am indebted to John Tvedtnes and Stephen Ricks for this information.
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Incidentally, the Jewish Publication Society's version of
Genesis I: 1-3 looks much more like the style Ashment claims is
uncharacteristic of Hebrew:

When God began to create heaven and earth-the
earth being unformed and void, with darkness over the
surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping over
the water-God said, "Let there be light"; and there was
light. 139

The Original Language of the Book of Mormon
Admittedly some of the evidences for Hebraisms are inconclusive since they depend upon the assumptions from which the
evidence is viewed. For example, long strings of clauses connected with "and" can be viewed either as reflecting underlying
Hebrew syntax or merely as run-on sentences in English; long
strings of "ands," while they might possibly provide confirmation of hypotheses, cannot of themselves decide the issue. But
just because some of the tests cannot decide the issue by themselves does not mean that all of them are equally incapable, particularly since in many cases Ashment has simply not responded
to the argument. We have already shown that, in many cases,
closer scrutiny of Ashment' 5 data shows that he has no case,
either because he did not understand the argument, or because he
made methodological mistakes or used insupportable assumptions. Though previous attempts to isolate possible Hebraisms in
Book of Mormon language have often lacked the necessary control of checking against other possible languages such as English
or Egyptian, even if we were to grant Ashment's fallacious
methodology, Ashment's failure after diligent search yields four
possible Hebraisms which decide the issue of the original language. (1) Extrapositional nouns and pronouns are characteristic
of Hebrew l40 and of Egyptian,!41 but Ashment has produced
! 39 Jewi sh Publication Society, Tanakh: The Holy Sc riptures
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 5748/1988), 3.
140 Tvedtnes, "Hebrew Background of the Book of Mormon," 87-88.
141 These are called resumptive pronouns in Egyptian; the following
relevant sections in Gardiner still hold: Alan H. Gardiner, Egyptian
Grammar, 3d ed. (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1957), 114. 148, 150-51 ,29495,299-300, §§146, 195, 200,377,383-84; cf. Hroslav Cerny and Sarah
Israelit Groll , A Late Egyptian Grammar, 3d ed., vol. 4 of Studia Pohl:
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no examples from Joseph Smith's English (p. 378). (2) Naming
convention s characteristic of Hebrew l42 also occur in Egyptian
(though they work a bit differently),143 but Ashment has produced no examples from Joseph Smith's English (p. 378). (3)
The use of noun + "of ' + possess ive pronoun reflects Hebrew
sy ntax. l 44 This feature is true of Old and Middle Egyptian but,
beginning with Late Egyptian and later phases of the languagethe forms of Egyptian contemporary with Lehi 's departure from
the Old World-it is true only of inalienables (such as parts of
the body).145 There fore, since this phrase appears in the Book
of Mormon with nouns that would seem not to be inalienables,
the basic language of the Book of Mormon is probably not
Egyptian. Ashment , for all his lengthy list, has not produced a
single real example of this phenomenon in Joseph Smith's early
writings. (4) The marking of the apodosis following the protasis
in a conditional clause with "and" is true of Hebrew; it is not
generally true of Egyptian.146 Ashment also has no legitimate
examples of the phenomenon from the early writings of Joseph
Smith. From these proven examples, the question can be
decided: The original language of the Book of Monnon is based
on a dial ect of Hebrew. With these tested Hebraisms in place,

Series Maior (Rome; Biblical Insti tute Press, 1984), 486--9 1; Janet H.
John son, Thus Wrote COnchsheshonqy: An Introductory Grammar of
Demotic, 2d ed., vol. 45 in Studies itl Ancient Oriental Civilization
(Chicago: Oriental In stitute, 1991), 691191, 93 .
14"'2 Tvedtnes, "Hebrew Background of the Book of Monnon," 89.
143 See, for example, one of Hatshepsut's inscriptions from Deir el
Bahri , in Kurt Selhe, Urkunden der 18. Dynastie, vol. 4 of Urkutlden des
iigyptischen Alterrums, usually cited as Urk. IV (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1906),
221.6--7: "Words said by Amun , lord of the thrones of the two lands, to her:
Hatshepsul united wilh Arnun is indeed the name of this daughter which I
have placed on your body." cf. 161.
144 Tvedtnes, " Hebrew Background of the Book of Monnon," 89-90.
145 See inter alia Johnson, Thus Wrote 'Qnchsheshotlqy, 22; Cerny
and Groll, Late Egyptian Grammar, 3 1.
146 I know of no indication of /:In', irm, r-wllJ, au6, or mCn being used
in any fashion even remotely close to this. The conjuncti ve is used in such
constructio ns o nly rarely in Late Egyptian and Demotic; see I. E. S.
Edwards, "A Rare Use of the Conjuncti ve," Mitteilungen des deutschen
Archiiologischen Instiruts Abteilutlg Kajro 37 (1981): \35-37 (the comparison with Hebrew is explicit); a Demotic example seems to be given in lanet
H. Johnson, The Demotic Verbal System, vol. 38 of Studies in Atlciem
Oriental Civilization (Chicago: Oriental Institute. 1976), 289, E519.
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the other Hebraisms can also stand-even in the face of
Ashment's fallacious objections.
With the original tongue of the Nephites being Hebrew.
what is Egyptian must be the script. A Hebrew dialect weiuen in
Egyptian script fulfills all the conditions set forth by both the
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith for the "language" of the
Book of Mormon. This also renders any attempt to discredit the
Book of Mormon from the book of Abraham specious since
such attempts would necessar ily assume that the Book of

Abraham was also written in Hebrew in Egyptian charactersand neither critic nor defender has seriously advanced this
hypothesis.
Ashment pooh-poohs the idea advanced by Stephen Ricks
that Papyrus Amherst 63 provides a parallel to this si tuation
since it represents a Semitic language in an Egyptian script (pp.
351-54).147 Ashment argues that the text on the papyrus is
147 Ashment's bibliography of this text is somewhat lacking, so the
following is a list in chronological order: Raymond A. Bowman, "An
Aramaic Religious Text in Demotic Script," Journal of Near Eastern Studies
3 (1944): 219-31: Sven P. Vleeming and Jan W. Wesselius, "An Aramaic
Hymn from the Fourth Cenlury B.C.," Bibliotheca Orienta/is 39/5-6
(1982): 501 - 9: Charles F. Nims and Richard Steiner, "A Paganized Version
of Psalm 20:2-6 from the Aramaic Text in Demotic Script," Journal of the
American Orienlaf Society 103 ( 1983): 261 - 74; K. A. D. Smelik, "Een
aramese parallel \loor psalm 20," Nederlands Theologisch Tljdschrift 37/2
(April 1983): 89- 103; Richard C. Steiner and Charles F. Nims, "You Can't
Offer your Sacrifice and Eat it Too: A Polemical Poem from the Aramaic
Text in Demotic Script," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 4312 (April 1984):
89-114; (Anonymous], "Bible's Psalm 20 Adapted for Pagan Use," Biblical
Archaeology Review 11/1 (JanuarylFebruary 1985): 20-24; Richard C.
Steiner and Charles F. Nims, "Ashurbanipal and Shamash-shum-uki n: A
Tale of Two Brothers from the Aramaic Text in Demotic Script," Revu e
Biblique 9211 (1985); 60-81 ; Sven P. Vleeming and Jan W. Wesselius,
"Betel the Saviour. Papyrus Amherst 63, col. 7: 1- 18," Ex Oriente Lux 28
( 1983-84): 110-40; K. A. D. Smelik, "The Origin of Psalm 20," Journal
for the Study of Ihe Old Testament 31 ( 1985 ): 75-81: Karl -Theodor
Zauzich, "Ocr GOII des aramiiisch-demotischen Papyrus Amherst 63,"
Gotti'!ger Miszellen 85 (1985): 89-90; Karl-Theodor Zauzich, "Abrakadabra
oder Agyptisch? Versuch Uber einen Zauberspruch," Enchoria 13 (1985):
119-32; S. P. Vleeming and J. W. Wesselius. Swdies in Papyrus Amherst
63. Essays on Ihe Aramaic Texts in Aramaic/Demotic Papyrus Amherst 63,
volume 1 (Amsterdam: Juda Palache InSlituut, 1985); Moshe Weinfeld, "The
Pagan Version of Psalm 20:2-8-Vicissitudes of a Psalmodic Creation in
Israel and Its Neighbors" (in Hebrew), Erell. Israel 18 (1985): 130-40,70·
(Engl ish sum mary); Moshe Weinfeld, "The Aramaic Text (in Demotic
Script) from Egypt on Sacrifice and Morality and Its Relationship to
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actually more lengthy in Egyptian script than it would be in the
original language. True, "the papyrus adds Egyptian determinatives to m any words" ( p. 353) but the most common of these,
the determinative of a man with his hand to his mouth,l48 being
thin in D emotic anyway,l49 adds little to word length. I SO
Ashment ig no res the presence of bilitera ls which shorten the

Biblical Texts" (in Hebrew), Shnaton 9 (1985): \79-89, XVIII (English
summary); Stanislav Segert, "Preliminary Notes on the Structure of the
Aramaic Poems in the Papyrus Amherst 63," Ugarit·Fo rschungen 18
(1986): 271-99; E. Lipinski, review of Vleeming and Wessel ius, Studies in
Papyrus Amherst 63. in Bibliotheca Orientalis 4413-4 (May-July 1987):
413-14; Frederick M. Fales, "La Trad izione Assira ad Elefantina d' Egilto,"
Dialoghi di Archeologia 111 512 (1987): 63-70; Oswald Loretz, Die
Kiinigspsalmen: Die aitorientalisch-kallaaniiische Kiinigstraditions injUdisclzer Sichl, Teif I, vol. 6 of Ugaritisch-biblische Literature (Munster:
UGARIT, 1988), 15-54; In go Kottsieper, "Papyrus Amherst 63Einfiihrung, Text und Obersetzung von 12, 11 -19." in Loretz,
Kiinigspsalmen, 55-75; Ingo Kottsieper, "Anmerkungen zu Pap. Amherst
63," ZeitschriJt fur altestamentlichen Wissenschaft 100/2 (1988): 2 17-44; J.
A. Emerton, "Book List," Vetus Testamentum 3812 ( 1988): 251-52; Ziony
Zevi t, "The Common Origin of the Aramaicized Prayer to Horus and of
Psalm 20." Journal of the AmaiC(ln Oriental Society 11 0J2 (1 990): 213-28;
Richard C. Ste iner, 'The Aramaic Text in Demotic Script: The Liturgy of a
New Year's Festival Imported from Bethel to Syene by Exiles from Rash,"
Journal of the American Orielltal Society 11112 (1991): 362--63; Richard C.
Steiner. "Northwest Semitic Incantations in an Egyptian Medical Papyrus of
the Fourteenth Century B.C.E.," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 51/3 (July
1992): 191 - 200. Richard Steiner is in the process of preparing a full edition
of the e ntire papyrus. Ashment knows on ly of those articles by both Steiner
and Nims. For discussion relaling this papyrus to the Book of Mormon. see
Stephen D. Ricks, "Language and Script in the Book of Mormon," Insights:
An Allciellt Window (March 1992): 2; Daniel C. Pelerson, "Chattanooga
Cheapshot, or The Gall of Bitterness." Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 5 ( 1993): 43-45; Louis Midgley, "Pl aying with Half a Dec ker:
The Cou ntercuit Religious Tradi tion Confronts the Book of Mormon,"
Review of Books 011 the Book of Mormon 5 ( 1993): 164-65; Will iam J.
Hambl in, review of Jerald and Sandra Tanner. Archaeology and the Book of
Mormon. in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 264-65.
148 Steiner and Nims. "You Can't Offer Your Sacrifice and Eat it
too," 91; Stei ner and Nims, "Ashurban ipal and Shamash-shum-ukin," 66.
149 Johnson, Thus Wrote 'Onchsheshonqy, 5.
150 There is no reason to suppose that the promi scuous alephs of
Papyrus Amherst 63 would be present in the Book of Mormon. Kottsieper,
"Anmerkungen zu Pap. Amherst 63." 218-19, plausibly argues that these
are mat res lectiones. Se especially Zauzich, "Abrakadabra oder Agyptisch?"
127.

98

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON1l-IE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

text.IS I He claims that "Ricks downplays the fact that the
papyrus is a paganized adaptation of Psalm 20:2-6" (p. 352). In
fact, as Karl-Theodor Zauzich has argued, Nims and Steiner,
Ashment's sole source of infonnation, have mi sread the Demotic
of the crucial name: "The god of Pap. Amherst 63 is by no
means Horus or any other hitherto unknown divinity, but precisely he who should have been expected by the entire context:
lehovah." 152 lo go Kottsieper argues that it is to be read Jel,

"God."1 53 Thus. the version of Psalm 20:2-6 in Papyrus
Amherst 63 may not be pagan at all, 154 As several scholars have

shown , the discrepancy between the phonemic inventories of
Aramaic and Egyptian creates precisely that ambiguity that
makes the text difficult to understand l55 and which would re sult
in an adaptation "according to our manner of speech" (Mormon
932) if it were used as a scribal tradition over an extended
period of time. The date to which Ashment so firmly holds (p.
351) is jus t another dis puted aspect of the docume nt. 156
Ashment has unintentionally mi srepresented and misunderstood
this document. Papyrus Amherst 63 cannot be in the language of
the Book of Monnon si nce the underlying tongue is Aramaic and
151 Steiner and Ni ms, "You Can't Offer Your Sacrifice and Eat it
too," 90; Vleeming and Wesselius, "Betel the Saviour," 113; Vleeming and
Wesseiius, "Aramaic Hymn from the Fourth Cen tury B.C.," 503; Steiner
and Nims, "Ashurban ipal and Shamash-shum -ukin ," 65; Za uzich,
"Abrakadabra oder A.gyptisch?" 127.
[52 Zauzich. "Ocr Gott des aramiiisch-demotischen Papyrus Amherst
63," 89-90. I have nonnalized Zauzich's German "Jahve" in my translation.
Additionally Zauzich notes that Vleemi ng and Wesselius, whom Ashmen!
does not cite, also mi sread the Demot ic. Zev it, "Common Origin of the
Aramaicized Prayer to Horus and of Psal m 20," 217- 18 disputes this, but
his arRument is unconvi nci ng since he cannot read Demotic.
["3) Kottsieper, "Anmerku ngen zu Pap . Amherst 63," 225-26. For
Kottsieper's arguments to hold, however, we mu st assume that the scri be
spoke a Fayyumic dialect.
J 54 There are four proposed readings for the key word, 1:fr (Nims and
Steiner), lIJr (Zevit), Yhwh (Zauzich), and Jel (Kottsieper). The read ing of
the name has not been decided definiti vely because all proposed readings
have problems with either script , phonetics, or propose hitherto unkown
dellies.
155 Vleeming and Wessel ius, "Aramaic Hymn from the Fourth
Century B.C.," 505-6; Koctsieper, "Anmerkungen zu Pap. Amherst 63,"
220; KOllsieper, "Papyrus Amherst 63," 63.
156 Vkeming and Wesselius, "Betel the Saviour," 111-12' Zev it
"Commo~ Or,i,gin of the Aramaisized Prayer to Horus a nd of Psalm 20,';
2 14; ZauZICh, Abrakadabraoder Agyptisch?" 130.
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not Hebrew, but, like the Book of Mormon, it contains a scriptural text in a Northwest Semitic tongue written in an Egyptian
script. 157
Perhaps it would be appropriate to mention Ashment's use
of pictures and drawings. One thing Egyptologists have learned
from the Egyptians is the use of pictures to illustrate the text.
Sometimes illustrations can enhance one's argument. In
Ashment's case, perhaps he should have left them out. Figure 8
(p. 351) is a poor reproduction of Papyrus Amherst 63. (Figures
2-4, pp. 335-36, are also poor reproductions). Figure 10 (p.
353) is supposed to be a transliteration of Figure 8, but it leaves
out part of the transliteration and follows Nims and Steiner even
when mistaken. It is also deceptive in that Ashment uses three
characters to represent what in Demotic is little more than a vertical line. For good measure, Ashment leaves line numbers and
vowels in the left-hand column but deletes them from the righthand column. This lends an unjustifiable lopsidedness to the
image so that Ashment's claim that "the text in Egyptian characters is quile a bit longer than its Aramaic equivalent would have
been (Fig. 10)" (p. 353) would look credible to anyone who did
not notice how Ashment has distorted his picture. 158

A Bible! A Bible! Have We Got a Bible?
Turns of phrase which to a believer indicate individual style
within the Book of Mormon Cpp. 366-70), to an unbeliever are
proof that "Joseph Smith plagiarized from the KJV [J(jng James
Version]" (p. 130 n. 7; cf pp. 131-32) and repeatedly used a
phrase from his Bible reading "while it was fresh in his mind"
(p. 368). The hypothesis which Ashment (pp. 366-72),
Metcalfe (pp. 421), Larson (pp. 115-56), and Wright build up
is that Joseph Smith dictated the Book of Mormon contemporaneously with his regular Bible reading. This hypothesis has its
problems. (I) the erratic reading order-Isaiah, Hebrews,
Matthew, John , Habakkuk, Micah, Isaiah, Malachi, I
157 See also Nelson. "A Treasured Testament," 61.
158 These sons of fallacies are dealt with in Huff. How to Ue with
Statistics, 60-73. As any papyrologist knows, spaci ng arguments cannot be
done from transcriptions or transliterations but only from careful examination of photographs or of the actual papyrus. Note especially the comments
in Bentley Layton. "Editorial Method," in Bentley Layton, ed .• Nag
Homnwdi Codex II, 2-7.2 vols. (Leiden; Brill, 1989), 1;29-33.
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Corinthians, Revelation, Isaiah, Romans-needs an explanation.159 (2) The hypothesis ignores the accounts of the scribes,
which claim that Joseph " had neither manuscript nor book to
read from .... If he had anything of the kind he could not have
conceaJed it from me."I60 (3) As far as his contemporaries were
concerned, "Smith was ignorant of the Bible."161 His mother,
Lucy Mack Smith, described him as "a boy. eighteen years of
age, who had never read the Bible through in his life: he seemed
much less inclined to the perusal of books than any of the rest of
our children, but far more given to meditation and deep
study ,"162 Even if we assume that "Joseph's knowledge of the
Bible, including the Old Testament, was already formidable by
the time he began translating the Book of Mormon,"1 63 at age
twenty-four, his knowledge was either recently acquired or not
acquired by reading, (4) How do we know Joseph Smith even
owned a Bible when he translated the Book of Mormon ? The
arguments of Wright and Larson explicitly require that "Joseph
Smith decided simply to copy from the KJV. to which he had
immediate access" (p. 131). Granted that Joseph's parents
owned a Bible when he was growing up, why would the family
Bible go with Joseph when he left home to set up his own
household in Harmony, Pennsylvania? The translation period
was one of marked poverty when Joseph sometimes cou ld not
even afford paper or food. l 64 Joseph 's own Bible was pur159 See Nibtey, "A Look at Jerald and Sandra Tanner's Covering Up
the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon," 287-88.
160 Emma Smith. Saints Herald 26 ( t October 1879): 289; cf.
Skousen, "Toward a Critical Edition of the Book of Mormon," 5 t ; see also
Stephen D. Ricks, "Death Knel1 or Tinkling Cymbals?" Review of Books
011 the Book of Mormon 4 (1992): 238 n. 4. Ricks notes, "r have nOI made
up my mind whether Joseph had the King James Version to hand when he
was translating the Book of Mannon. Some Lauer-day Saint scholars assume that he did have one. However, the witnesses to the translation process
never mention anything about an English translation being present while
the book was being translated." And indeed, Ricks cites Emma Smith to the
contrary.
161 M. J. Hubble interview of David Whitmer, 13 November 1886, in
Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Wi/ness
(Orem. Utah: Grandin, 1991),2\1.
162 Smith, History of Joseph Smith, 82 co: Smi th. Biographical
Sketches of Jo.feph Smith the Prophet, 92.
163 Ricks. "Death Knell or Tinkl ing Cymbals?" 239.
164 For the poverty during the translation process, see Richard L.
Bushman, Joseph Smilh and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press. 1984).95-100. Donald L. Enders, "The Joseph
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chased from Egbert B. Grandin on 8 October 1829, thus after
the translation of the Book of Mormon and during its print.
in g. 165 If Metcalfe is correct in arguing that the portion of the
Book of Mormon from Mosiah to Ether was all translated in
Harmony (p. 413), then Wright and Larson should explain
where the Bible comes from that they assume Joseph used but
which Emma explicitly denies he used. Even after Joseph Smith
moved to Fayette, David Whitmer testified that "Smith was ignorant of the Bible[;] that when translating he first came to where
Jeru sale m was spoke n of as a ' Walled City' he stopped until
they got a Bible & showed him where the fact was recorded."I66
Metca lfe ci tes this account (pp. 400-401 ) but overlooks the
obvious implications: If they had to go get a Bible, they did not
have one at hand when they were doing the translation. even in
Fayette, New York. (5) A well·attested aspect of the translation
of the Book of Mormon is that when Joseph Smith translated the
Book of Mormon , he "would hold the interpreters to his eyes
and cover his face with a hat . excluding alllighL"167 While to a
believer this aspect is not problematic, one mu st wonder how
those who favor naturalistic ex planations would explai n how
Joseph Smith can read a Bible with hi s face buried in a hat
excluding all light ? Thi s is com pletely overlooked in New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon.
So Ashment's proposed test to determine whether the language of the Book of Mormon is that of Joseph Smith breaks
down on a number of points. (1) It is anachronistic, assuming

Smith , Sr., Famil y: Farmers of the Genesee," in Susan Easton Black and
Charles D. Tate, Jr., eds., Joseph Smith the Prophet, The Man (Provo. UT:
Re ligious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 1993), 213-25.
demonstrates quantitatively that the Smiths were neither poor nor lazy dur·
ing the period fr om late 18 19 10 1825. Lucy Mack Smith documents
(Biographical Sketches of Joseph Smith the Prophet, 102- 12"" History of
Joseph Smith, 91-99) how the ir enemies cheated them out of their property
in a time of poverty. (I would like to thank Daniel C. Peterson fo r drawing
my attention to the article by Enders.)
165 Matthews, "A Plainer Tra nslation," 26. This was while the Book
of Mormon was being printed and likely Oliver bought the Bible for Joseph,
who was not in town .
166 M. J. Hubble interview of David Whitmer, 13 November 1886, in
Cook, ed., David Whitmer Interviews, 2 11 , emphasis added.
167 Cook, ed., David Whitmer Illterviews, 62, cf. 3-4,12,52-56.72,
108, 123- 24,157-58,175,230.
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that Joseph Smith's language use after the translation of the

Book of Mormon (as late as 1833 in some cases) reflects
Smith's language during the translation process in 1829. (2) In
searching for his evidence in the 1833 Book of Commandments
he has produced large amounts of specious data because he is
not isolating the same linguistic phenomena that have been ideo·
tified as Hebraisms by others. As a result, (3) he cannot come
up with any examples of lingui stic phenomena in certain cate·
gories and thus cannot demonstrate that they are part of Joseph
Smith's language. (4) He assumes that Joseph Smith used a

Bible in translating the Book of Mormon, even though there is
no evidence that there was a Bible present during the translation.
The eyewitnesses to the translation process deny that a Bible
was used, and there is circumstantial ev idence that Joseph may
not have owned a Bible at that time.

The Name Game
To deal with Book of Monnon onomastica, Ashment ignores
the methodological work of the past, particularly that of Paul
Hoskisson.1 68 1nslead, he produces a four-page chart (pp. 34750) listing his analysis of 135 169 of the 188 nonbiblical nameS
found in the Book of Mormon into a process which he calls
"affixation" (p. 347, the proper term is "aggl utination"). Joseph
Smith-so Ashment would have us believe-simply used the
formula (prefix) + Slem + «{e/i})aD) + «h/D/IJlale/o}r) +
«C) {ale/i/o/u II miD}) + «C)i) + «(C)a)h(V)) + (g {alo }Ih) +
(anomaJous)170 and (voild!) produced all the nonbiblical Book
of Mormon names. According to Anthony Hutchinson, anyone
168 Paul Y. Hoskisson, "An Introduclion to the Relevance of and a
Methodology for a Study of the Proper Names of the Book of Mormon," in
John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds., By Study and Also By
Faith, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),
2: 126--35; see also Paul Y. Hoskisson. "Book of Mormon Names." in
Ludlow, ed., Encyclopedia of Mormonism, I: 186--87.
169 Ashmen! claims that there are 136 names (p. 347), but he has
included Limhah twicc on his chart (p. 349).
170 The notation, which is Ashment's. is a bit convoluted. so I will
provide a key. Ashment does not.
( ) Parentheses enclose optional elements.
I) Braces enclose options which I have separated by slashes (I).
C
A capital C represents any consonant.
V
A capital V represents any vowel.
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can do this with the greatest of ease (p. 9). Well, actually fiftythree names are unaccounted for, and several of the names
included look as though they have been forced onto a procrustean bed. We are asked to believe that the name "Ahah" is
both the only name with the stem "aha" and the only name with
the suffix "h"? (According to Ashment "ah" is an attested suffix.
But when the suffix is the same as the stem, i.e. "Ah-ah," things
start looking suspicious.) We are also asked to believe that the
name "Seezoram" is both the only name with the prefix "see"
and the only name with the stem "zo." Why is "pa" a prefix in
"Pacumen" but a stem in "Pagag" and "Pahoran"? Why is "kish"
a prefix in "Kishkumen" yet a stem in "Akish" and "Riplakish"?
What sort of method is this? Even Ashment's name can fit this
sc heme: "Ash" is the stem, "men" fits the pattern
"(C)la/e/ilo/u}{m1nl" and "t" is an anomalous ending.
Likewise, Ashment's co-contributor Stan Larson's last name fits
a simi lar pattern: "Lar" is the stem and "son" fits the same
(C)V{mln} pattern. The same applies to "Hutchin-son." Or,
better, take the attested Book of Mormon stem "Math," add
(0)en, and finish with an anomalous "y" and we have
"Matheny." Are we to believe that "Ashment," "Hutchinson,"
"Larson," and "Matheny" are Book-of-Mormon-type names that
could have been concocted by Joseph Smith?171 The name of
two Pharaohs of the Nineteenth Dynasty is Seti, which can be
broken into a ste m attested in Ashment's list "se" (as in
"Senum") and an attested suffix "ti" (Man-ti, Lehon-ti); shall we
then suggest that "it is difficult to justify an ancient origin" for
the name of the father of Ramses II (p. 347)? If it is really legitimate to sneak in additional name elements (e.g. the "par" in
"Antiparah" or the " Ii" in "Ripliancum"), what is to prevent any
number of fudge factors from being added? The lack of rigor on
A~hment's part would seem to indicate that he was anxious-IOO
anxious really- to show as many names fitting a modern formula as possible. Things look even more suspicious when
Ashmenliumps " malek," "malick," "mulek," and "mulok" under
the same stem, since none of the vowels match (p. 350), even
though he has classified "am," "em," and "om" as separate
Siems. Are the vowels important in this system or not? If only
171 Almosl any name can fit the Stem + anomalous that Ashment
claims handles the names "Anti-pas," "Gil-no," "Man-Ii" (probably misclassified), "Ne-as," "Pach-us," "Pa-gag," and "Seb-us." Witness: "Char-Ies,"
"Kun-ich," '·Met-calre," ''1bom-as,'' and "Vog-el."
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the consonants are important for the stem in Ashment's system
we are left with a stem of "mlk" (which also happens to be an
ancient Hebrew root),I72 If the vowels can be ignored in the
roots (malek/mulok, ze/zo), and in the suffixes (ar/er/or,
am/em/omlum), do the vowels matter at all? (Metcalfe [po 432 n.
46J argues that they do not.) This is perilously close to admitting
that Book of Mormon names may share similarities to Egyptian
and Hebrew names, and that the language in which the Book of
Mormon was written may bave been basically consonantal like
Hebrew and Egyptian.
Patterns do exist in the names in the Book of Mormon, but
such would be expected if the Book of Mormon were an ancient
book. Ashment's list has too many exceptions. If we continually
threw out all the unique occurrences and exceptions from the
table,173 Ashment's corpus would dwindle to a mere forty-three
names, but it would also be a more consistent cOrpus. 174 This
corpus, furthermore, would have a simpler analysis than
Ashment's formulae. For example, if "Nephi" truly followed the
pattern Ashment sets up for it as Stem + (C)i (p. 350), then we
might ask why the only "-phi"s to appear on his entire chart are
172 N. B. Amalek, Amalickihah, and Amulek do nOI have 10 be buill
off Hebrew "mlk" to be genuine ancient names.
173 Otherwise unattested are the suffixes "-as" in "Neas," "-dah" in
"Onidah," "_di" in "Gadiandi," "-dom" in "Sidom," "-er" in "Erner" "-gah" in
"Gilgah," "_hu" in "Amnihu," "-I a" in "Zarahemla," "-Iah" in "Riplah," "mon" in "Mormon" "- ner" in "Omner," "-pus" in "Antipus," "_r" in
"Coriantumr," "-rem" in "Sherem," "-rin" in "Zerin," and "-tor" in
"Coriantor," as well as the prefixes "kish-" in "Kishkumen," and "pa-" in
"Pacumen i." Fudge factors include the doubled suffixes "-on-urn" in
"Antionum," "-am-an" in "Helaman," and the unexplained stem additions in
"Antiparah," "Gadiomnah," "Ripl iancum." Once these are removed we have
a whole series of unique stems Aha-, Ant-, Arch-, Coo, Como, Cure-, Em-,
Eth-, Gad-, Gazel-, Gil-, Gim-, Hel-, Him , Irr- , Jacobu-, Jac-, Jar-, Jash-,
Jene-, Kim -, Ki sh-, Leh-, Lur-, Mah·, Man-, Midd-, Mig-, Min-, Mo-,
Mos-, Na-, 0-, Om-, Oro, Paanch-, Pach-, Pa-, Rabba-, Sean-, Seb-, Se-,
She-, Shi-, Shimni-, Si-, Tean-, Teom-, Zara-, Zem-. This leaves the suffixes -an, -er, -10m, -no, -nor, -ram, -Ii, and -um unattested. Finally, the
stems On-, and Ze- are left withoul attestation.
174 These would be: Abinadi, Abinadorn, Amaron, Amoron,
Ammaron, Ammoron, Antion, Antionah, Corianton, Coriantum, Corihor,
Korihor, Corom. Cumeni, Cumenihah, Kumenonhi, Cumom, Cumorah,
Ezrom, Zeezrom, Giddonah, Giddgiddonah, Giddgiddoni, Giddianhi, Lamah,
Lamoni, Limhah, Limhi, Malhoni, Mathonihah, Morianlon, Moriantum,
Moron, Moroni, Moronihah. Nehor, Nephi, Nephihah, Zenephi. Shemlon.
Shemron, Shiblon, Shibron.
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in names built off the stem "ne," leading us to suspect that the
system would work better if the stem were "neph," or even
" nep" si nce that would leave the attested suffixes "_i" or "- hi."
But the n, if the stem is " nep" or "neph" we must ask why this
stem is always attested with the same suffixes. It would appear
under Ashment's system that the real stem is "nephi" to which
the prefix "ze-" or the suffix "-hah" can be added. This would
presumably be unacceptable to Ashment's mind because "nephi"
has been shown to be a genuine ancient stem l15 and, thus, it
would no longer be "difficult to justify an ancient origin" for it
(p. 347). He would fault recent work showing that "Nephi is an
attested Syro-Palestinian Semitic form of an attested Egyptian
man's name dating from the Late Period in Egypt,"116 by contending that it "overrides Smith's carefully worked-out pronunciation ."111 What "carefully worked out pronunciation"? We
have seen, and even Ashment admits (p. 360), that Joseph
spelled out the names. Perhaps it is worth noting again Emma
Smith's statement that "Even the word Sarah [sic] he [Joseph
Smith] could not pronounce at first, but had to spell it , and I
would pronounce it for him. "118 Ashment's lengthy charts-for
whatever worth they might have in showing patterns of spelling
in Book of Mormon names--do not demonstrate that Joseph
Smith had a "carefully worked-out pronunciation" for Book of
Mormon names (contra p. 360 n. 38). Ashrnent never provides
any basis for refuting the long-established fact that Joseph Smith
spelled out the names in the Book of Mormon the first time he
115 John Gee, "A Note on the Name Nephi," Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies I I I (1992): 1 89~9 1 .
116 Ibid ., 189-91.
111 Curiously, one would normally anticipate that the standard antiMormon response would be that Joseph Smith got the name "Nephi" from
the King James Version of 2 Maccabees 1:36 where the name Neph thar
(variant , Nephtha(e)i) is rendered "Nephi" ; see John Gee, "A Note on the
Name Nephi." In sights: All Ancient Win dow (November 1992): 2, n. I. Of
course, the problem with this is twofold . (I) We have no evidence that
Joseph Smith had ever read any of the apocrypha before he took up the question of translating them o n 9 March 1833; see He 1:33 1-2; D&C 91 :1--6;
Lyndon Cook. The ReveiatiO/ls of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1985), 193; Manhews, Joseph Smith's Translation of
the Bible, 37. (2) Even if the word "Nephi" appears once in the King James
Version of the apocrypha, it still does not prevent it from deriving from the
proper milieu. Either way, it is an ancient name.
118 Emma S mith, in Skousen, "Towards a Critical Ed ition of the
Book of Mormon," 53.

106

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TI-{EBOOK OF MORMON 611 ( 1994)

came across them. The pronunciations have always been purely
conventional. Thus the pronunciation of Nephi in "the 1869 edition of the Book of Mormon in the phonetic Deseret script" is
largely irrelevant to the issue,l79 Contrary to Ashrnent's claims,
the article he attacks only suggested a pronunciation after establishing what the likely ancient form of the name was; it did not
go from pronunciation to ancient form. Thus Ashment states that
the article "concludes misleadingly" (360 n. 38) after he has
misleadingly reversed the argument of the article.
In order for Ashment's system to be persuasive as a nineteenth-century origin for the names in the Book of Mormon, it
should have accounted neatly for most of the nonbiblical names
in the Book of Mormon, been simple and straight-forward
enough so that someone could easily memorize the formula to
use it. When Ashment's system is long, complex, and ambiguous (can the reader even remember it without looking back?),
requires more exceptions than rules, can rigorously account for
less than a quarter of the names in the Book of Mormon, and can
produce his own name as a Book of Mormon name, we are
compelled to doubt the value of his system.

"News, Old News, and Such News as You Never
Heard or'180
Metcalfe boasts about his volume's "cutting-edge research"
(p. xi). It is difficult to find any such thing in the book.
Ashment, for example, is out-of-date in several disciplines, not
the least of which is Egyptian grammar. For example, he cites
the following passage from the "Introduction" to Gardiner's
grammar: "No less salient a characteristic of the [Egyptianl1anguage is its concision; the phrases and sentences are brief and
to the point. Involved constructions and lengthy periods are rare,
though such are found in some legal documents."lsl Ashment
dates this text to 1969. Actually the third edition of Gardiner
came out in 1957, not 1969. (Ashment seems to have a 1969
17 9 Had Ashment read Gee, "Note on the Name Nephi," 191 n. 15, he
would have seen that I traced the current pronunciation of the name back to
at least 1837, a full thirty-two years before his evidence.
180 William Shakespeare, The Taming 01 the Shrew, act 3, scene 2,
line 31.
181 Alan H. Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar, 3d ed. (Oxford: Griffith
Institute, 1957),4.
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printing.) But the third edition differed from the second edition
(1950) principally in a list of additions and corrections appended

to the Preface; Gardiner saved time, pains, and cost "by abandoning any attempt to bring up to date" the Introduction. 182 In
turn the Second Edition is essentially the same as the first edition
of 1927. 183 Gardiner stated that he was " unable to persuade
[himself] of the necessity of abandoning any of [his] main positions, particularly in respect to the theory of the verb," and
specifically in respect to the work of Polotsky.l84 Yet it is precisely Polotsky's work that has shown how complex Egyptian
sentences are. To take one of Polotsky's examples:
I have descended into my tomb, in the beautiful
tomb-equipment which I had acquired with my own
arms, my house weeping, my town following me, my
offspring ... -ing after me without exception. 185

More recently, Fredrich Junge supplies the followin g example:
"Look here, we have made it, reaching home, the
mallet being seized, the mooring post staked and finally
the prow-rope placed on land; by having given praise,
thanked god and everyone's now embrac ing his felIOw."186
The lengthy complex sentence was a characteristic of Egyptian in
all phases of the language, culminating in the long-winded
Coptic monk Shenoute and his school .18?
Ashment is correct when he points out that the Egyp
tian monster {Ammu! "does not speci fi cally represent chaos"
182 Ibid .. vi i.
183 Ibid .. ix.
184 Ibid., x.
185 H. J. Polotsky, "Egyptian Tenses," in H. J. Pololsky, Collected
Papers (Jerusalem: Magnes. 1971).84. The article was originally publ ished
in The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Proceedings 215 (1965).
186 Friedrich J unge, "Emphasis" and Sentential Meaning in Middle
Egyptian, 4th series, vol. 20 of Gottinger Orientforschungen (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowilz. 1989). 110.
18? On Shenoute's complex. long-winded style, see Ariel ShishaHulevy. Coptic Grammatical Categories, vol. 53 of Analecta Orientalia
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1986),4-5. It has more recently been
noted that Shenoute's style is not unique to him. See Stephen L. Emmel,
"Shenoule's Literary Corpus." Ph.D. dissertation, Yale Uni versity, 1993,
chapter 2.
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(p. 371). I have also pointed out this error.IS8 But Ashment
errs when he claims that the comparison of the term "second
death" in the Book of Mormon with Egyptian concepts is
"presentisfic, eisegetically interpreting modern Mormon henne·
neutics back into Egyptian beliefs" (p. 371). Alma says that
when the "second death" comes "is the time when their torments
shall be as a lake of fire and brimstone, whose flames ascendeth
up for ever and ever" (Alma 12; 16--17). Erik Hornung, a leading
expert on Egyptian religion, gives the following description for
comparison:

Hostile creatures whose evil deeds have led to their
conviction at the Judgment of the Dead are bound,
decapitated, and set on fire; their hearts are torn from
their bodies, their heads placed at their own feet. The
destruction of the body also marks the destruction of the
ba; it effaces the shadows of the condemned, and relegates their names to oblivion, to nonexistence. One scene
in the Book of Gates shows a tremendous serpent, " the
fiery one," breathing on bound sinners before it and setting them on fire; we meet similar fire-breathing snakes
with practically every step in the Egyptian underworld.
Other scenes depict fire-filled pits or the ominous Lake
of Fire. The condemned experience the lake's red water
as a burning liquid that brings the total destruction of
both body and soul. 189

"By Every Wind of Doctrine"
Ashment does not present the latest discussions of biblical
scholarship. He infonns us that " Deuteronomy, originally writtcn ca. 620 B.C.E., was the core around which the various narratives were collected which eventually became 'the five books
of Moses.' These were composed after the Babylonian captivity,
ca. 400 B.C.E." (p. 332 n. 8). Even if we were to accept all the
assumptions of secular biblical criticism, we would still have to
reject this statement as it stands because it is inaccurate. To select
J 88

See Gee, review of Ludlow. cd., Encyclopedia of Mo rmonism,

181.
189 Erik Hornun g, Idea Into Image: Essays on Ancient Egyptian
Thought, (rans. Elizabeth Bredeck (New York: Timken, 1992),99- 100.
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two sou rces from the li st of works that David Wright,
Ashment's fellow contributor, has commended for becoming
acquainted with "critical scholarship," I90 we note the following:
The expert on Leviticus, Jacob Milgrom, tell s us that "P
[basically Leviticus 1- 16J- not just its teachings but its very
texts-was composed not later than the middle of the eighth
century (ca. 750 B.C.E.)."19 1 Milgrom al so discusses I. Knohl' s
doctoral dissertation on Leviticus: "What can unquestionably be
accepted from KnohI' s study is that H [basically Leviticus 1726) arose from the socioeconomic crisis at the end of the eighth
century."I92 Thus Ashment says that Leviticus was written
about 400 B.C. and Milgrom says it was written between 750
and 700 B.C., 300--350 years earlier. Dealing specifically with
the question of dating the book of Deuteronomy to the reign of
Josiah, Moshe Weinfeld says that " in recent years, no one has
supported thi s view," preferring the reign of Hezekiah.193 In
fact,
The very purport of posi ng such a question concerning the time of the composition of the book is out of
place from a methodological viewpoint. The concept of
"composition of a book" is meaningless with regard to
the Israel of ancient times cmd, indeed , with reference to
the entire eastern world. Today when we speak of a
book, we mean a composition written by a certain person
at a specific place and time: every line is impressed with
the personality of the author and the period and milieu in
which it was written. Such was not the case in Israel or
in the ancient East. ... The author of ancient times was
generaJly a collector and compiler of traditions rather

190 Wright. "Historical Criticism," 38 n. 57.
191 Mil grom. Leviticus 1-16, vol. 3 of The Anchor Bible (Garden
City. New York: Doubleday. 1991),28. I have simplified the extent ofP in
my editorial insertion-it is both more and less than that-but not drastically so. "Most of P in Leviticus is fou nd in chaps. 1- 16. with only a few
interpolations auributable to H" (ibid .. I).
192 Ibid ., 28. Again. the extent of H has been simplified. but not drastically so: "The reverse s ituation obtains in the latter part of Leviticus
(chaps. 17-27). most of which stems from the school of H with only a few
verses )mainly in chap. 23) ascribable to P." (ibid ., I. d. 13).
19 Moshe Weinfeld. Deuteronomy I-I I (Garden City. NY :
Doubleday, 1991).83.
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than a creator of JiteralUre, and was cerlainly not an
author in the modem sense of the term. 194
Thus. "it is beyond doubt thai the book of Deuteronomy
contains ancient laws from the period of the Judges or even from
the time of Moses. But it also contains an element from the
period of Hezekiah-losiah."1 95 Wright has claimed that " to
require putting aside these legitimate questions, the critical
method. and the clear conclusions and evidence generated
thereby is to require setting aside our search for and claims about
being interested in historical and even religious truth,"[96 Which
clear conclusions? Wright has presented us with a bail-andswitch tactic where the truth depends on whichever way the prevailing scholarly wind is blowing. Do we follow Milgrom and
say that Leviticus dates to the seventh and eighth centuries, or
Ashmen! and say that it dates to the fourth or third centuries, or
do we follow Weinfeld and say that to ask such a question is
methodologically wrong?
This brings us to an interesting paradox. David Wright argues for the use of a single method, but wishes to encompass a
plurality of viewpoints resulting from the use of this methodexcept, of course, the viewpoints of F.A.R.M.S. (pp. 165-66
n. 2)197 or of traditional believers.198
Ashment's criticism of one of Nib ley's arguments shows the
potential danger of relying too heavily on secular scholarship (p.
344). When Nibley made his arguments connecting Paankh and
Herihor with Paanchi and Corihor, he was relying on the scholarship available in 1952 and 1964. During the 1960s K. A.
Kitchen began seriously reexamining the evidence of the Third
Intermediate Period, and his careful gathering and analyzing the
sources has rewritten the history of this period. 199 But as this
review is being written, other Egyptologists are rewriting por194
195
196
197
198

Ibid. , emphasis added.
Ibid .. 84.
Wright. "Historical C riti c i ~ m," 35. deemphasis mine.
See also Wright, ''The Continuing Journey," 13.
"Traditional sources of knowledge are not sure sources of historical knowledge" (Wright, "The Continuing Journey," 13). Wright also insists that traditional believers who refuse 10 agree with his conclusions
should abandon their claim to have either historical or even religious truth
(Wri~ht, "Historical Criticism." 35).
r99 Kenneth A. Kitchen, The Third Intermediate Period in Egypt
(/100-560 B.c.) (Warminster: Aris & Phillips. 1973; 3d ed. \986).
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tions of the history of the Third Intermediate Period. Thus many
of Nibley's observations are out·of·date three and four decades
later, but, as we have seen, E. H. Ashment, much like E. A. W.
Budge before him, is in many cases seriously out-of·date even
as he comes off the press. NibJey's inaccuracies about the rela·
tionship between Herihor and Paanchi do nO( negate his suggestion that Paanchi is an authentic Egyptian name.200

Ulldrsamligar gullnar foflur 201
Through all this discussion of the human origins of the Book
of Mormon. our scholars avoid dealing with the plates and the
witnesses. Ashment, Metcalfe, and Hutchinson sidestep the
issue by suggesting that the plates were never anything more
than a revelation (p. 7),202 and cite second· hand hearsay from
the apostate Warren Parrish (p. 332 n. 10), an episode that has
already been dealt with elsewhere.203 If the plates were nothing
more than a revelation or vision. how was it that Emma Smith,
who never saw them, "once felt of the plates, as they thus lay on
the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pli·
able like thick paper, and would rustle with a metalic [sic] sound
when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book."204 While the Three Witnesses
saw the plates in vision, the Eight Witnesses saw and handled
them in broad daylight without any angels or anything extraordinary about the experience. In fact, the number of witnesses who
saw and felt the plates in a mauer-of· fact fashion in the late
I 820s is greater than the number who saw them through visions
in the same time period. Too many witnesses testified to the
200 See, for example, the 13th Dynasty version as pi- cnbi in H. S.
Smith, The Fortress of Buhen: Th e In scriptions (London: Egypt
Ex.ploration Society, 1976), Plate V 4 (#1078), line 5'.
201 "Wonderful Gold Plates," Vdluspa 61.
202 Metcalfe does this in "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about
Book of Mormon Historicity," 175- 78. He ignores all the witnesses besides
Oliver Cowdery. David Whitmer. and Martin Harris.
203 See Richard Lloyd Anderson, In vestigatin g Book of Mormon
Wit/lesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1981 ), 155-57. Ashment's source
for the episode is different than the one Anderson cites but it is also less de·
tailed and no less hearsay.
204 Emma Smi th, quoted in Skousen, "Towards a Critical Edition of
the Book of Monnon," 5 [, also quoted in Nelson, "A Treasured Testament,"
63.
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plates' existence in too many varieties of ways to justify anyone's simply dismissing them as a collective figment of imagination. Metcalfe and company's explanation of the Book of
Mormon accounts for far less evidence than the alternative theory and, thus, among serious slUdents of the Book of Mormon ,
it simply cannot supplant the paradigm it seeks to replace.

"You Know Me by My Habit"205
We have seen above that Ashment' s attempt to make us
believe that the translation of the book of Abraham was along the
same lines as the translation of the Book of Mormon rests on
faulty assumptions and incorrect readings of isolated pieces of
evidence. We have al so seen that Ashment's treatment of the
Book of Mormon in general is an unappetizing smorgasbord of
methods ranging from faulty logic to faulty readings. Clearly.
when it comes to dealing with the Book of Mormon, Ashment is
out of his field. It is for the book of Abraham that Ashment has
the reputation of being something of an expert. Whether this
reputation is deserved needs to be examined , for Ashment has
left us liberal hints about that. For years he has been promising
the definitive work on the Kirtland Egyptian papers and the book
of Abraham.206 If his work in this volume is any indication, he

205 William Shakespeare, Henry V, act 3. scene 6. line 114.
206 Ashment claims that his book will deal with the Egyptian mummies Reverend Caswall" s Greek Psalter, and the Kinderhook plates
(Ash~ent, " Historiography of the Canon," 282, 296 n. 4), the publication
of the book of Abraham (ibid ., 282, 296 n. 7), the Kirtland Egyptian Papers
(Ashment, "Reducing Dissonance," 226-27. 233 n. 32), and provide "a discussion of the Book of Abraham characters" (Ashment, "A Record in the
Language of My Father." 335 n. \5). It will be called "Joseph Smith
Egyptian Papers" (Ashmcnt, "Reducing Dissonance:' 233 n. 32). or perhaps
.. 'The Papyrus Which Has Lived': Joseph Sm ith and the lnterpretation of
Ancient Egyptian Documents" (Ashment, "Making the Scriptures ' Indeed
One in Our Hands,' " 259 n. 45), or maybe "The Papyrus Wh ich Has
Lived": The Joseph Smith Papyri and the Book 01 Abraham (Ashmen!.
"Historiography of the Canon," 296). The one thing it will not, ap p.are~tly ,
deal with is the actual text of the book of Abraham (so Ashment maintained
in the ad hoc discussion after his presentation of "Canon and the Historian"
at the 26th Annual Meeting of the Mormon History Association, 1 June
1991). Brent Metcal fe (open letter to MORM-ANT list-service, 17 August
1993) assures his audience that "most. if not all, of the photographs (of the
papyri and the Kirtland Egyptian Papers] will be reproduced in Ed
Ashment's forthcoming volume." This does raise the issue of whether
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would appear to be unsuited for the tas k. Thi s emerges in his
citation of the so-called Kirtland Egyptian Papers. Looking over
his transcript of the documents it is clear that he cannot read the
nineteenth-century handwriting in which they are written. For
example, his transcription of " po ssessed" as " pofsefsed" (p.
336) is a misreading o f the "55" ligature that was often used at
the time. And Ashment 's reading of "zub" as "sub" (p. 336)
removes any doubts. Although a native English speaker can
probably understand the word " righteousness" even if written
"righteous=nefs,"207 it makes a great deal of difference whether
one reads a forei g n transcription as "ifs" or "iss" (p. 334).
Furthermore, the phrase that Ashment identifies as coming from
"S mith's autographic 'Egyptian Alphabet,' "-i.e., Kirtland
Egyptian Papers Egyptian manu script 4-actually comes from
Kirtland Egyptian Papers Egyptian manu script 1, page 3, and is
not in Joseph Smith's hand but in W. W. Phelps's.2os The passage parallel to Abraham 1:2-3 that Ashment identifies as coming from Kirtland Egyptian Papers Book of Abraham manuscript
2 cannot come from that manuscript because that manuscript
does not begin the Book of Abraham manu script until Abraham
I :4. 209 The passage really comes from Kirtland Egyptian Papers
Book of Abraham Manu script 1 page 1, again in the hand ofW.
W. Phelps and Warren Parrish. Not a single reference to the
Kirtland Egyptian Papers in Ashment 's essay cites the correct
manuscript. Ashment's earlier work on the Kirtland Egyptian
Papers also shows a confu sion of the manuscripts .2lOThis leads
one to suspect, since Ashment is working not from the originals

Ashment has pen nission from LOS C hurc h Archives to publish these photogra,Rhs. If not, such publi cation may be legally actionable.
07 The "=" sign is used in transcriptions 10 show that a word is split
between two lines; e.g. "sto=rmy" in PWJS 94, "re=eords" in ibid ., 95,
"Sher=ma n" in ibid., 11 8. (Thi s conventi on is not used in PJS.)
Unfortunate ly, the word "righteousness" is on one line in the manuscript
Ashment is citing.
208 For Dean Jessee's identification of the hands, see Hugh Nibley,
"Th¢ Meaning of the Kirtland Egypt ian Papers," BYU Studies 1114
(Summer 1971): 35 1. All the Kirtl and Egyptian Papers are housed in the
LOS Church Archives.
209 Ibid.
210 Edward H. Ashment, " Reducing Dissonance: The Book of
Abraham as a Case Study," in Dan Vogel, ed., The Word of God: Essays in
MarmOT! Scripfllre (SaIl Lake City: Signatu re Books, (990),22 1-35.
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but from photographs,2 ! J that he has garbled the order of the
photos. While this pattern of mistakes is disturbing, its implications for future work are alarming. If Ashment continues with
plans to publish these manuscripts (to which he would appear to
have no publication ri ghts) then we would have a publication
where nothing is identified correctly. Such a publication would
be worse than useless; it would be pernicious.

Exercises in Reducing Dissonance
Ashment used to rail against "fundamentalist apologists."212
Though Signature Books seems to have dropped the "common,
vaguely pejorative, and certainly misleading use of the term
'fundamentalist' ,"213 they sti ll tend to use the term "apolog ist"
in a pejorative way. Ashment and Metcalfe are very concerned
about the "apologists" for the Book of Mormon.214 Ashment
identifies over thirty apologists including one non -Mormon.21 5
Metcalfe lists The Foundation for Ancient Research and Monnon
Studies, the Department of Religious Education at Brigham
21 1 On the ex istence of the photographs from which Ashmen!,
Metcalfe, and George D. Smith are working, see Turley, Victims. 141-42.
212 Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain," 293 n. 49.
213 For the phrase and an argument that "fund amentalists"-regardless
of what one may think of their position-are rational, see Carter, Culture of
Disbelief, 167-70, 175-76; for its use in previous works, see Robinson,
review of Vogel, ed., Word of God, 316-17; Midgley, "More Revisionist
Legerdemain," 292-95. esp. n. 49; Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers,"
xxxi-XXXii, esp. n. 60.
214 Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about Book of
Monnon Historicity," 153-84.
215 In this group Ashment includes (i n order of appearance): Royal
Skousen, Mark E. Petersen, Bruce R. McConkie (on p. 338 n. 17 Ashment
refers to "one apologetic argument" and refers to his work, Ashment,
"Making the Scriptures ' Indeed One in Our Hands,' " 247-49, where he is
more open about ridiculing and identify ing these two Brethren; in ibid.,
259-60 n. 54 he ridic ules Elder Petersen's ideas about divine providence),
John Sorenson, Jack Welch, Hugh Nibley, Daniel Peterson, Stephen Ricks,
Sid ney Sperry, Craig Bramwell, DeJoy Pack, John Tvedtnes, Paul
Hoskisson, Brian Stubbs, John Gee, Richard Rust, David Fox, Wade
Brown. Roger Keller, Robert Smith (a nonmember), Bruce Warren, Michael
Lyon , Wayne Larsen (cited as "Larson" on p. 390), Alvin Rencher, Tim
Layton, John Hilton, Robert 1. Matthews, Lou is Midgley, and , by impolication, Gary Novak, Alan Goff, and Stephen Robinson. (At other times. he
has also included in this number Boyd K. Packer, Russell M. Nelson,
Gordon B. Hinckley, and Dallin H. Oaks; Ashment, "Making the Scriptures
' Indeed One in Our Hands: "249-50).
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Young University, the LDS Church Education System. and
thirty-four different individuals. 216 Ashment is so eager to attack
apologists that he will misread apologetic arguments that do not
exist into the work of others.2J7 From the long lists, it would
appear that apologists are ubiquitous. When one considers that
the basic meaning of the term "apologist" is "one who apologizes for, or defends by argument,"218 they are. Though the
term itself is neutral , the individual it describes is not because it
applies to anyone who defends any point of view-all questions
of neutrality are settled the moment one takes a stand on an
issue. As Mormons. we have already taken a stand on several
basic issues. Defending that stance is a Christian duty; Peter
enjoins his readers to "be ready always to give an answer
(apologian, defense) to every man that asketh you a reason of
the hope that is in you" (l Peter 3: 15). Yet, for Ashment and
company, the term is only one of opprobrium. The irony of their
usage of the term "apologist" could not be more striking-since
the entire book is a defense of the notion that the Book of
Mormon is not truly what it claims to be. His own stance
notwithstandi ng, Ashment accuses a long list of individuals of
following an "apologetic historical methodology" (p. 374) in
"misrepresenting data" (p. 375), for such constitutes "the apologetic agendum" (p. 374). But Ashment has actually providt!d a
good description of his own work.

216 Metcalfe. "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about Book of
Mormon Hi storicity," 153-84: Robert J. Matthews. Vaughn J.
Featherstone. Noel B. Reynolds. Robert L. Millet, Stephen D. Ricks, Louis
Midgley, Alan Goff. Paul R. Cheesman. C. Wilfred Griggs. Hugh Nibley.
Mark E. Petersen, Kirk Holland Vestal, Arthur Wallace, John W. Welch,
Keith H. Meservy. John L. Sorenson, David A. Palmer. Kent P. Jackson.
William J. Hamblin, A. Brent Merrill. Lynn M. Hilton, Hope Hilton,
Daniel C. Peterson. David O. Peterson, James R. Clark, Charles G.
Kroupa, Richard C. Shipp. Wade Brown, Blake T. Ostler, Susan Taber,
Victor L. Ludlow, Stephen E. Robinson, Clyde J. Williams, and Monte S.
Nyman.
2 I 7 For example, my article discussing a few occurrences of the name
"Abraham in Anc ient Egyptian Texts," Ensign 22 (Jul y 1992): 60-62, is
fundamentally misconstrued by Ashment as a full-blown Use of the
Egyptian Magical Papyri to Authenticate the Book of Abraham (Salt Lake
City: Resource Communications, 1993). Ashment would have done beller
to understand the argument before he unwittingly supplied ev idence that
sUPP9rted my argument (e.g., ibid., p. 9).
218 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. "apologist."
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Ashment seeks to dismiss the "apologists" by categorizing
them according to a spectrum of his own devising. "Those who
propose a completely ideographic, conceptual translation of the
Book of Mormon ... may be described as the most conservative" (p. 337). "AI the other end of the spectrum ... those who
propose a literal, virtually word-for-word rendering of a proposed original text written in Egyptian (in a few scenarios) or in
Hebrew with Egyptian characters ... can be termed liberal" (pp.
337-38). Ashment thinks that the conservatives "accommodate
evidence about Joseph Smith's actual translation methodology"
(p. 337), while. on the other hand, he sees the liberals as concentrating on the "claims about tbe Book of Mormon being a
'literal' translation" (pp. 337~38). Ashment seems to think that
if he can categorize the arguments, be bas mastered them. He
has not. As we have seen, tbe dicbotomy between the claims to
translation and the evidence of actual methodology exists only in
Ashment's mind.
Metcalfe seeks to distinguisb between "traditionalist
assumptions" and "critical approaches. "219 Metcalfe then
switches terms by saying that "lradition-minded members of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints" employ
"apologetics for this stance,"220 though he ignores the real possibility that one might employ apologetics for "critical
approaches" as he himself clearly does. Though Metcalfe admits
that "both apologetic and critical scholars are led by prior
assumptions," he does not analyze the assumptions of "critical
scholars" other than making the naive assertion that "the critical
scholar's interpretation depends not on a proposition made by a
text or tradition but on a methodology."221 In sending his reader
to "useful introductions"222 Metcalfe is certainly depending on
several distinct interpretive traditions (some of which conlradict
each other) and on the propositions made by certain texts.
Metcalfe forgets that what he calls the "traditionalist" stance also
uses a variety of methodologies. In his article, Metcalfe misuses
the term "apologetic" by setting up a false dichotomy between
"apologetic" and "critical." Metcalfe begs the question when he
asserts that "critical scholars" determine the text not by what it
219 The terms come from Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical
Assumgtions about Book of Mormon Historicity," 153, 155.
22 Ibid., 153.
221 Ibid., 156.
222 Ibid., 168 n. 48.
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says but by looking at "the overall phenomena of the text in its
broad hi storical and literary framework."223 The point at issue is
what the historical and literary framework is in which to place
the Book of Mormon. While Metcalfe notes that "advocates of
the book's antiquity" believe the Book of Mormon is "what it
claims to be," he would rather laud those "critical scholars [who]
shift the terms of investigation" to "the historical setting within
which readers first encountered the text," implying that it is better to disbelieve that the Book of Mormon is what it claims to
be.224 What Metcalfe advocates is essentially a faithless
approach. The problem with Metcalfe's position is that the Book
of Mormon fits comfortably into an ancient historical and literary
framework, and less so into a modern framework.225 By
Metcalfe' s logic. the appropriate milieu in which to analyze and
interpret the Westcar Papyrus is not ancient Egypt but early
twentieth-century Germany. What sane student of Old English
would insist that Beowulf should only be seen in the light of
Britain in ISIS? Metcalfe's argument is conceptually muddled
and methodologically nonsensical; his conclusions are predetermined by his assumptions. One need not marvel at the evangelistic zeal with which Metcalfe produces defenses of a
"critical" method that he clearly has neither understood nor mastered, as thi s phenomenon has been noted for some time:
For those for whom any explanation of the origins of
latter-day scriplUrc will do except the real one, there is no
remedy .... Disbelievers ... are intensely anxious to
try to establish any alternative that disputes the divinity in
the process. For them it is really not that any explanation
but one will do-for them, one explanation definitely
will nol do !226
Thus Metcalfe's apologetics are as predictable as Ashment's.
Although I do not agree with Ashment's musings on reducing dissonance. they do provide an interesting standard against
which to measure Ashment's own arguments. Having adopted
the non-Monnonlanti-Mormon view that the Book of Mormon is
223 Ibid., 174.
224 Ibid .
225 For a discussion of the Book of Mormon in its 1830s milieu, see
Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism, 119-42.
226 Neal A. Maxwell, "But for a Small Moment" (Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1986),42.
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a product of tbe nineteenth century, when Ashment is confronted
with evidence (Hebraisms) that it might be an ancient book, the
ensuing discomfort results in pressure for him and his associates
to reduce or eliminate it. 227 Ashment does this in two ways: (I)
by acquiring "new information or beliefs that will increase the
existing consonance and thus cause the total dissonance to be re~
duced, "228 in other words by arguing that the Hebraisms are
part of Joseph Smith's style; and (2) by trying to "forget or re-

duce the importance of those cognitions that are in a dissonant
relationship,"229 in other words by trying to dismiss the evidence adduced by others by categorizing the people and ignoring

the statements of the witnesses. In sum, because the evidence
about the translation of the Book of Mormon leads to a positive
conclusion about Joseph Smith's ability to translate ancient languages-which consequently produces dissonance-a major
strategy of apologists is to shift the focus of the Lauer-day Saint
community to the new belief that the Book of Mormon is a
nineteenth-century document. 230 By Ashment's standards,
because he himself is guilty of "misrepresenting data," he has
demonstrated his clear "apologetic agendum." Though Ashment
professes to rue the label of "Korihor" which he finds attached
to himself,23\ he and his fellows are neither pro-Mormon nor
neutra!232 and have never refuted the substantive basis for the
label. 233 Hav in g rejected the company of the Mormon apologists,234 Ashment seeks now refuge among like-minded ilk, but
221
228
229
230

Ashmen!. "Reducing Dissonance," 221.
Ibid.
Ibid.
The rhetoric here is borrowed wholesale from Ashmen!, "Reducing
Dissonance," 222-23.
231 When Ashmen! cites Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers:'
344 n. 22, as giving examples of the "use of the Korihor label by modern
apologists," he might want to hark back to the beginning of his harangue at
the plenary session of the 26th annual meeting of the Mormon History
Assoc iation, I June 1991; for most of the participants. the first time they
heard the label "Korihor" applied to Ashment was from his own lips. I do
not, however, think the label necessarily fits all of the contributors. As I
have shown above, Sherem would be a closer fit for David Wright.
232 "The ingenuous reader might suppose that the only way to avoid
either accepting or rejecting the claim to modern-day revelation is to leave it
strictly alone, not to write a book about il." Nibley, "How to Write an
Anti-Mormon Book," 414.
233 See Peterson, "Questions 10 Legal Answers," xxiii.
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they are still apologists-David Wright is even open about his
use of "post-critical apologetics."23s Metcalfe and company are a
different sort of apologists than the ones against whom they
rage, as they produce apologetics for the disaffected and the disbelieving. If the apologetics to which Ashment and Metcalfe
object are products of the defenders of the faith, surely this book
is a product of the defenders of the faithless.
Conclusions
The authors who contributed their work to this book are
barking up the wrong tree. They wish to see the Book of
Mormon as a product of Joseph Smith's environment, forgetting
that this very theory was discredited during Joseph Smith's own
lifetime, as "il was quickly realized, not only by the Mormons,
but by the anti-Mormons as well, that Joseph Smith by his own
wits could not possibly have written the Book of Mormon."236
One is left to wonder, "if that theory was so readily discredited
(please note, it was not supplanted by the Spaulding theory but
broke down of its own accord, and the Spaulding substitute was
only found after a desperate interval of frantic searching), if it
could not stand up for a year on its own merits, why shou ld it
work now?"237
The book, in sum, is a series of explorations in critical
methodologies that do not work. The theories they bring forth
actually explain less of the available data than the ones they wish
to discredit. Though some of the authors may indeed be sincere
about their work, there is nonetheless a good deal of posturing
going on in the book. The authors. in betraying their scriptural
text, are not true to the faith, true to the facts, nor even necessarily true to the methods to which they give lip-service. If this
assortment of logical errors, contradictory hypotheses, shaky
methodology, and distoned history were more honest, it would

234 In which he was once counted; see Charles M. Larson, By His
Own Hand upon Papyrus: A New Look at the Joseph Smith Papyri, 2d ed.
(Grand Rapids: Institute for Religious Research. 1992), 164.
23S See Wright, "Historical Criticism," 28. 31- 34.
236 Hugh Nibley, "Just Another Book?" CWHN 8:149. The whole
essay (8: 148--69) deserves to be reread for its succinct summary of worldly
theories of Book of Mormon origins.
237 Ibid., 151.
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carry the standard di sclaimer often attached to fictiona l works:
Any resemblance 10 actual persons or events is purely coincidental.

Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of
Mormon: Explorotions in Critical Mellwdology.

Critical Methodology
and the Text of the Book of Mormon
Reviewed by Royal Skousen
Signature Books' most recent critique of the Book of
Mormon is entitled New Approaches to the Book of Mormon.
According to its subtitle, Explorations in Critical Methodology,
this book of essays edited by Brent Metcalfe claims to represent
an emphasis on critical methodology. In this review, I will
examine this claim from the point of view of textual criticism.
Preliminary findings from the Book of Mormon critical text
project contradict in large part the claims in Metcalfe's book
(especially in the articles by Larson, Ashment, and Metcalfe).
Contrary to their arguments, the evidence from the critical text
project strongly supports the claim that the Book of Mormon
was a revelation given through the Prophet Joseph Smith.

The Practice of New Testament Textual Criticism
The first article in Metcalfe's book to bring up critical text
issues is Stan Larson's textual analysis of the Sermon on the
Mount (pp. 115-63). In this article Larson compares the Book
of Mormon version of the sermon (3 Nephi 12-14) with what
textual critics of the dominant school (from Tischendorf to the
Alands) have proposed is the original text for the New
Testament's version of the sermon (Matthew 5-7). Larson
selects eight variant passages from the Sermon on the Mount that
all these textual critics have agreed on and shows that in all eight
cases the Book of Mormon reading is different. Moreover, for
each of these eight passages the Book of Mormon agrees with
the "Textus Receptus" (or "Received Text"), the traditional New
Testament Greek lext which derives ultimately from Erasmus's
1516 Greek edition. Since the Textus Receptus served as the
basis for the 1611 King James Version of the New Testament,
Larson concludes that the Book of Mormon text for the Sermon
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on the Mount is a nineteenth-century adaptation from the King
James Bible.
There are a number of se rious problems with Larson's
argument. Consider first hi s statement that his select ion of
"all the major latc-nineteenth- and twentieth-century critical
editions of the Greek New Testament" represen ts "a diverse
range of critical positions" (p. 119). What Larson fails to
describe here is the basic unity of all these critical editions, that

their practice derives from a single sc hool of textual criticism
whose foundation was established by the German sc holar
Johann Jakob Griesbach in the late eighteenth century. I The
basic assumption of this school is that in choosing between
competing readings, one selects the more difficult and/or shorter
reading, when nO other explanation seems apparent.2 Given this
assumption, we should not be surprised at the "agreement"
between these different critical editions)
Of course, Larson simply assumes that the results of modern
New Testament textual criticism are correct and lead us back to
the original text of the New Testament. There are seve ral
problems here. First of all, there is no way he can demonstrate
that the reconstructed text of the critics is in fact the original text.
The text that has been reconstructed is based largely on third-tosixth-century manuscripts, not the original autographs. 4
More importantly, preliminary work on the Book of
Mormon text suggests that the basic assumption that the original
reading is the harder or shorter variant cannot be maintained. A
couple of years ago I prepared a list of the significant textual differences that had been discovered as part of the critical text project. This list contains 39 textual differences between the original
and printer's manuscripts that make a difference in meaning. Yet
of those 39 textual changes, in only six cases is the harder reading in the original manuscript, whereas in 22 cases the harder
reading is in the printer's manuscript, a copy of the original. (In
11 cases, there is no distinguishable difficulty between the
Bruce M. Metzger, The Text 0/ the New Testament: Its
Transmission, Corruption. and Restoration, 3d ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 119; also see Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland, The
Text o/the New Testament, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 910, for Griesbach's debt to earlier scholars.
2 For the "basic rules" of textual criticism, see Aland and Aland, The
Text o/the New Testamerll, 280--8\.
3 Ibid., 28- 29.
4 Ibid ., 8 1-82.
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readings.) In other words, when Oliver Cowdery copied the
original manuscript to produce the printer's manuscript, he was
much more prone to create difficult readings than smooth out
difficult readi ngs in the original manuscript.
Similarl y, Oliver Cowdery tended to shorten the text rather
than expand it. In 27 of the 39 significant changes, no deletion
or addition is involved. But of the remaining 12 cases involving
changes in length , II of them are textual contractions; only one
is an expansion. This result is completely contrary to the basic
assumption of New Testament textual criticism that the text
expands. This same point against textual expansion was argued
by the classicist Albert C. Clark in The Prim itive Text oj the
Gospels and Acts (1914) and The Descent of Manuscripts
(1918), but unfortunately Clark's empirical evidence from actual
manuscript transcription has largely been ignored by New
Testament textual critics. s
These same two tende ncies (o f shortening the text and
creating difficuh readings) are found in the 1830 edition of the
Book of Mormon. On the other hand, the editing that has
occurred in later editions of the Book of Mormon does generally
accord wi th the traditional tendency to expand the text and
smooth out difficult readings. I would suggest that the main reason for thi s difference has to do with the perceived goal of the
scribe or editor. Both Oliver Cowdery and the 1830 printer were
chiefl y interested in copying the text in front of them and for the
most part made no conscious changes in the text or its grammar
(although they did, of course, make changes in accidentals such
as spelling, capi tal ization, punctuation, paragraphing, and so
on). On the other hand, begin ning with Joseph Smith 's editing
for Ihe second edilion of Ihe Book of Mormon (Kirtland. 1837).
we see editors mostly concerned with how the text will be
understood and accepted by readers. In such cases, changes are
made to facilitate the reading of the text.
Basically, New Testament textual criticism works on the
assumption that the scribes acted as editors rather than as copyists. This seems to me to be a highly unlikely possibility, especially in the early days of the Christian chu rch. When the original autographs were first copied, the scribes would have proba5 Albert C. Clark , The Primitive Text of the Gospels and Acts
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1914); Atbert C. Clark, The Descent 0/ Manuscripts
(Oxford: Clarendon, 19 18), xi; Metzger, The Text a/the New Testament.
161 -63.

124

REvIEW OF BOOKS ONniE BOOK QF MORMON 611 (1994)

bly been lay members with some education (much like Oliver
Cowdery), but not professional scribes.6 Only in the following
centuries, when the Christian church was more firmly estab·
iished, would we have had scribes who would have taken upon
themselves the task of editing the text. Like the Book of
Mormon text, the early history of the New Testament text should
have introduced more difficult and shorter readings.
One other important aspect of the text is the degree to which
original readings are recoverable. Again, we do not know the
early history of the New Testament text. We do not have the
originals. and we have no idea how many times the original
itself was copied. And we cannot simply assume that OUf current
textual sources derive from multiple copies of the original. Of
course, textual critics such as the Alands may claim that we can
be sure that the correct reading always exists among the variants
and "only needs to be identified,"7 but there is no way to test
(that is, disprove) this hypothesis since the early history of the
New Testament text is unknown. Even the extant manuscripts,
although numbering in the thousands, are so far removed from
their originals that no one has been successful in determining the
genealogical relationships (or stemmas) for any book in the
New Testament. s
But given the known history of the Book of Mormon text,
the Alands' claim (that the origina l reading can still be found
among the variants) seems incredible. One striking aspect of the
textual history of the Book of Mormon has been our inability to
recover the original reading without having the original text in
front of us. For instance, in the list of 39 examples of significant
textual differences, none of the original readings have ever been
restored by conjectural emendation. Even in the 23 cases in
which a difficult reading was created in the printer's manuscript,
apparently no one has ever noticed that there was even a difficult
reading until the easier reading was first found in the original
manuscript. Actual empirical evidence suggests that without the
earliest text we have no sure way to recover the vast majority of
changes that a text may have undergone.
The history of the Book of Mormon text also clearly indicates that errors entered the text from the very beginning. In fact,
there are errors in the original manuscript itself. And in his
6
7
8

Aland and Aland. The Text of the New Testament, 70.
Ibid., 296.
Ibid .• 34.
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copying Oliver Cowdery made on the average about three textual
changes per manuscript page. Within the first year of the text's
history. the Book of Mormon underwent a considerable number
of changes that have not been recovered except by reference to
the original manuscript.
The hollowness of New Testament textual criticism becomes
fully apparent when we realize that virtually all the specific
readings in the reconstructed New Testament text are nonfalsifiable and based upon assumptions that are contradicted by
established examples of manuscript copying. Thus Larson's
whole attempt to compare the biblical quotations in the Book of
Mormon text with the New Testament text reconstructed by textual critics has no empirical basis.

The Book of Mormon and the King James Bible
Another issue that Larson brings up is the relationship
between the King James Version of the Bible (KJV) and the
biblical passages quoted in the Book of Mormon. As part of his
argument. Larson gives an example of a biblical quotation in the
original manuscript which. he believes. shows that Joseph
Smith worked direc11y from a King James Bible (pp. 129-30).
In the original manuscript. I Nephi 20: II first read as follows:
for mine own sake yea for mine own sake will I do this
for how should I suffer my name to be polluted and I
will not give my glory unto another
The words "how should I" were crossed out and replaced by the
words "I will not" written above the crossout. This change
creates a parallelism with the following clause (which begins
with "I will not"):
for mine own sake yea for mine own sake will I do this
for I will not suffer my name to be polluted and I will
not give my glory unto another
The corresponding Isaiah passage (48: 11) basically agrees with
the first reading of the original manuscript, not the revised
reading:
for mine own sake even mine own sake will I do it for
how should my name be polluted and I will not give my
glory unto another [italics = KJV italics]
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Larson assumes the following scenario for this change: Joseph
Smith has a King James Bible in front of him and is reading off
the text, making changes here and there, especially when the
King James words are in italics. In this case, however, Joseph
first gives a text that is fairly close to the original King James,
then he changes his mind and makes the question inlo a statement that parallels the following clause.
The problem with Larson's analysis is that it is based on an
isolated example. Larson assumes here that the correction is an
immediate one, but the actual crosscut and supralinear insertion
do not prove this. It is also possible that the correction could
have been done somewhat later. Now if the phrase "I will not"
had been written on the original line so that it immediately fol·
lowed the crossout, then this would be evidence for an
immediate correction. As it stands, we are unable from this
example to know if the correction was immediate or later editing
done either under Joseph Smith's direction or independently by
Oliver Cowdery himself (since the supralinear correction is in
his hand). Only the corrected form occurs in the printer's
manuscript, so this change in the original manuscript occurred
before Oliver Cowdery copied this passage into the printer's
manuscript.
In order to even discuss this change in the original manu·
script, we need much more information. As part of the critical
text project, we are identifying all the changes that are found in
the original manuscript (as well as the printer's manuscript). We
note where the change occurs (supralinearly. sublinearly, by
insertion, or immediately following [on the same lineD. We also
note the level of ink flow since immediate corrections tend to be
at the same ink level but later corrections are usually in heavier
ink. (Still, ink level is not a foolproof test for immediacy.)
Sometimes corrections are done in pencil-there is even an
example of this on the original manuscript--or in a different
color of ink. which clearly indicates a later correction.
Sometimes the scribal hand for the correction differs. We have
found examples of Oliver Cowdery correcting the original hand
of another scribe on the original manuscript. And in the printer's
manuscript we even have a few examples where Oliver first
writes down the text as it is in the original manuscript, but then
he consciously changes the text, apparently to improve the syntax. Thus there is clear evidence that Oliver himself did occa·
sionally correct the text-and without approval from Joseph
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Smith. Such information should make us more cautious about
accep ting Larson 's interpretation of the change 10

I Nephi 20: II.
Italics in the King James Bible
Larson also claims that Joseph Smith knew that italicized
words in the King James Bible represent words that are not
found in the original languages (Hebrew. Aramaic, and Greek),
but were added by the translators to complete the intended sense
of the original. As before, Larson gives a few examples to support his contention (pp. 130-31), but does not give a complete
analysis.
In 1991 , as a part of a course on textual criticism of the
Book of Mormon, three of my students (William Calhoun,
Margaret Robbins, and Andrew Stewart) wrote research papers
on various aspects of this question. Calhoun and Robbins examined various copies of the King James Bible (including a good
number that were printed in the early decades of the lSOOs).9 As
one might suspect, they found examples of variation in the use
of italics, even in King James Bibles published after the supposedly final revision of 1769. Moreover, Calhoun notes that he
found only one Bible (printed in London in 18(0) that actually
mentions (in an introduction) what the italics mean. lo The original 1611 edition does not explain the use of italics; in fact, it
silently borrowed the idea from the Geneva Bible, which does
explain the use of italics. I I Given the general lack of knowledge
even today about what the italics mean in the King James Bible,
one might surely wonder if Joseph Smith himse lf knew this,
especially in those early years when he was translating the Book
of Mormon.
Calhoun and Robbins also compared the italicized words in
the King James Bible with the original text of the Book of
Mormon (as found in the two manuscripts). And both discovered many examples where Joseph Smith deleted, added, or
9 William Calhoun, "Isaiah, Italics, and the Book of Mormon ," and
Margaret Robbins, "King James Version as a Source for the Biblical
Passages Quoted in the Book of Mormon," unpublished research papers for
Royal Skousen's Fall 1991 course on telltual cri ticism of the Book of
Mormon, Brigham Young University.
10 Calhoun, "Isaiah, Italics, and the Book of Monnon," 2.
I I Ibid., 1-2.
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altered words that are not in italics in any of the King James
printings they examined. Each concluded that there was no direct
connection between the italics and the original Book of Mormon

text. Simply giving examples where changes correspond with
italics means nothing; one must look at all the changes. including
the ones that occur independently of italics.

There is also the possibility that the source for the biblical
quotations in the Book of Mormon could come from other
English Bibles (namely. ones published prior to the King James
Version, beginning with TyndaJe's New Testament [from as
early as 1526] and ending with the Geneva Bible and its various
editions). Most of the phraseology of the King James Bible is
dependent upon previous editions of the English Bible. 12 In
fact, as part of the critical text project I have discovered evidence
(from variation in the use of the definite article the) that the compositors for the King James Bible set type from a minimally
edited copy of an earlier edition of the English Bible. In fact,
nearly all the English translations during the 1500s and early
1600s were minor revisions. Only Tyndale's translation (of the
New Testament and the first half of the Old Testament) and part
of Matthew's Bible (the second half of the Old Testament,
translated by Miles Coverdale) represent fresh translations into
English. 13 Moreover, nearly all the famous passages for which
the King James translation is praised can be found in these early
English editions. Consequently, it is not immediately obvious
that the passages quoted in the Book of Mormon are strictly
from the King James Bible.
In order to test this question, Andy Stewart (one of the
students from my class) compared the various translations into
Early Modern English, looking for unique substantive readings
in these passages. Interestingly, he found that the Book of
Mormon biblical quotations, except for one example, agreed
with the unique substantive readings found in the King James
Bible. 14 Thus what has been taken as obvious can in fact be
12 S. L. Greenslade, "English Versions of the Bible, 1525- 1611," in
S. L. Greenslade, ed. , The Cambridge History of the Bible: The West from
the Re/ormation 10 the "resent Va y (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1963), 144-45, 165--66; David Daniell, Tyndale's New Testament
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), vii- xiv.
13 David Daniell, Tyndale's Old Testament (New Haven, CT: Yale
Unive["!;ity Press, 1992), xxiv- xxvii .
14 Andy Stewart, "KJV as a Source for the Biblical Quotations in the
Book of Mormon," unpublished research paper for Royal Skousen's Fall

METCALFE. ED .• NEW APPROACHES (S KOUSEN)

129

show n to be correct. The assumption that the Book of Mormon
biblical quotations come from the King James Bible has, until
now, been based on si mple familiarity with the King James
Bible and not by compari ng th at translation with the earlier
translations that the King James Version is dependent upon.
The one exception Stewart found is in the famous example
from 2 Nephi 12: 16 (Isaiah 2: 16), where the text reads "upon
all the ships of the sea and upon all the ships of Tarshish." The
first phrase is found in the Septuagint (or koine Greek) version
of Isaiah. the second in the Masoretic (or traditional Hebrew)
text. While looking for unique substantive readings, Stewart
discovered that the first phrase (but not the second) occurs in
Coverdale's Bible ("upon all shippes of the sea"), while all the
other early English Bibles have only the second phrase.I5 Quite
poss ibly Coverdale's tran slation is based on the Septuagint. but
in any event this is an interesting discovery. one that would not
have occu rred had we simply assumed that the Book of Mormon
biblical quotations were from the King James Bible.

Joseph Smith and the Bible
Much of the discussion throughout Metcalfe's book presu mes that Joseph Smith knew his Bible thoroughly . This conclusion seems especially apparent in David Wright's analysis of
Alma 12- 13 an d it s relationship with Hebrews (pp. 165-229).
Yet despite the textual complexity of the Book of Mormon , the
hi storica l ev idence strongly suggests th at, as a young man,
Joseph Smi th was not a student of the Bible. For instance,
Joseph's mother claimed that her other children read the Bible.
but that Joseph, on the other hand, was not much of a reader,
but instead was always meditating. 16 Volume I of Dean
Jessee's The Papers of Joseph Smith includes a number of independent, contemporary accounts that suggest Joseph Smith had

just opened the Bible when his eyes fell upon the verse in

1991 course on textual criticism of the Book of Mormon. Brigham Young
Un iversity, I.
15 Ibid .. 5-6.
16 Lucy Mack Smith. Biographical Sketches of Joseph Smith, the
Prophet, and his Progenitors for many Generations (Liverpool: Richards.
1853),84.
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James 1:5 that led him in 1820 to receive the vision of the
Father and the Son:

He LJoseph Smith] bad not proceeded very far in this
laudable endeavor [of reading the word of God] when
his eyes fell upon the following verse of St. James
17

While thinking of this matter, I opened the Testament
promiscuously on these words, in James .. ,18
... opened his Bible the first Passage that struck him
was if any man lack wisdom let him ask of God .. ,19
We also have an account by Emma Smith that Joseph was
originally unaware (when he was translating the book of Lehi)
that there were walls around the city of Jerusalcm.2o Besides the
actual text of the Book of Mormon. there is not much evidence
that Joseph Smith knew the Bible at the time of the translation.
Moreover. witnesses of the translation process consistently
claim that Joseph Smith translated by placing either the Urim and
Thummim or the seer stone in a hat (to obscure the light in the
room) and that he did not actually translate from the physical
plates. In answer to a direct question about the use of other materials, Emma Smith spec ifical ly avowed that Joseph never had
any manuscripts or books to assist him in the translation.21 All
the witnesses, directly or indirectly. provide strong evidence that
Joseph Smith did not use a J(jng James Bible.2 2
17 Orson Hyde, Ein Ruf aus der Wiiste (A Cry from the Wilderness),
14 (1842), in Dean C. Jessee, The Papers of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City,
UT: Deseret Book, 1989). 1:406--7.
18 Joseph Sm ith interview in Pittsburgh Gazette 58/3 (1843), in
Jessee, The Papers of Joseph Smith, 444.
19 Journal of Alexander Neibaur (1844), in Jessee, The Papers of
Joseqh Smith, 461.
o John W. Welch and Tim Rathbone. 'The Translation of the Book.
of Mormon: Ba~ic Historical Infonnation," F.A.R.M.S. paper. 1986,8-9.
21 Emma Smith. "Last Testimony of Sister Emma." Saints' Herald
26(1 October 1879): 289-90.
22 For general summaries of their testimon ies. see Royal Skousen.
"Towards a Critical Edition of the Book. of Mormon," BYU Studies 3011
(1990): 51-53, and James E. Lancaster. ''The Translation of the Book. of
Mormon," in Dan Vogel, cd., The Word of God: Essays on Mormon
Scripture (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature Books, 1990); also see Martin
Harris's testimony in Edward Stevenson. "One of the Three Witnesses:
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Traditionally, these witnesses have been ignored, largely
because their testimonies confl ict with our perceptions of how
Joseph Smith translated. Although some witnesses gave statements regarding what Joseph Smith actually saw through the
interpreters, these statements represent either hearsay or conjecture. As witnesses, they can only testify concerning what they
actually saw go ing on: both scribe and translator working in
open view, without other materi als and for long periods of time;
Jo se ph Smith beginning where he left off without being
prompted ; the sc ribe reading back to Joseph what had been
written dow n; and Joseph spelling out Book of Mormon names
to the scribe.
Interesti ngly , the original manuscript itself provides independent confirmation for so me of these claims, such as the
scribe first spelling.1name phonetically, then immed iately correcting it. 23 Some names coul d not have been spelled correctly
in English without someone actually spelling out the word letter
for letter, such as Coriarltumr (which Oliver Cowdery first wrote
in Helaman I: 15 as "Coriantummer"). Moreover, ev idence from
errors in the original manu script (such as "an" for and, "him" for
them, and "weed" for reed) shows that the manuscript was
indeed dictated, not visually copied. And the editing that does
occur can be explained as correcting scribal errors or (in a few
cases) as somewhat later editing by Oliver Cowdery, but otherwise the text in the original manuscript is very clean and does
not provide many examples (if any) of Joseph Smith editing the
translati on as he dictated the text. The printer's manuscript, on
the other hand, is a visual copy of the original manuscript and
displays errors based on visual rather than aural misperception .
Finally, the biblical passages extant in the or iginal
manuscript are all di ctated ; the scribe cont inues to misspell the
same words in the same way as in other parts of the manuscript.
Joseph Smith did not just hand over a King James Bible, even

an emended one, to the scribe to copy the biblical quotations.

Inciden ts in the Life of Martin Harris," Latter-Day Saints Millennial Star
44/5-6 (1882): 86-87. For further information on the translation process ,
see John W. Welch and Tim Rathbone, "Book of Mormon Translation by
Joseph Smith," in Daniet H. Ludlow, ed., Encyclopedia of Morm onism, 4
vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 1:210-13.
2) Royal Skousen, "Piecing Together the Original Manuscript," BYU
Today 46/3 (1992): 22- 23.
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The original manuscript also shows no sign of the biblical
chapter system; instead, the biblical passages are grouped into
larger chapters based on narrative unity. In 1879 Orson Pratt
broke up these larger chapters; and in the case of the biblical
quotations, he made the Book of Mormon chapter breaks agree
with the traditional biblical system, which dales from late
medieval times. 24 But Joseph Smith's dictation. although it
includes chapter breaks, ignores the chapter system that would
have been found in every King James Bible of his day.

Non-English Hebraisms
One important result of the criticaJ text project has been the
discovery of non-English Hebraisms in the originaJ text of the
Book of Mormon. Until now students of Book of Mormon
Hebraisms have limited themselves to those thal remain in the
current text. But these Hebraisms also show up in the King
James Bible, so one could argue that their occurrence in the
Book of Mormon text is due to the influence of the King James
language style rather than the residue of an original Hebrew language source for the Book of Mormon. Moreover, many of
these "King James Hebraisms" are found in the biblical style of
Joseph Smith's early revelations, as is pointed out by Ed
Ashmenl in his article in Mele.lfe's book (pp. 375-80).
In a recent paper J describe two important examples of
Hebraisms in the original text of the Book of Mormon that do
not occur in the King James Bible. 25 One example is the use of
the if-and clausal construction instead of the expected if-(then)
syntax of English, as in the following extended passage from
Helaman 12 where it occurs seven times (thus showing that we
are not dealing with an isolated transcriptional error):
I

13

yea and if he sayeth unto the earth move and it is

moved> 0 (1837)

24 M. H. Black, "The Printed Bible," in Greenslade. ed., The
Cambridge History a/the Bible, 419.
25 Royal Skousen, ''The Original Language of the Book of Mormon:
Upstate New York Dialect, King James English, or Hebrew?" Paper given
at the annua l symposium of the Association for Mormon Letters.
Westminster College, Salt Lake City, Utah, 23 January 1993 (to appear in
the 1993-94 proceedings of the Association for Mormon letters), 4-8.
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yea and if he sayeth unto the earth thou shalt go
back that it lengthen out the day for many hours
and it is done ... > 0 (1837)

16

and behold also if he sayeth unto the waters of the
great deep be thou dried up and it is done> 0
(1837)

17

behold if he sayeth unto this mountain be thou
raised up and come over and fall upon that city that
it be buried up and behold it is done ... > 0
(1837)

19

and if the Lord shall say be thou accursed that no
man shall find thee from this time henceforth and
forever and behold no man getteth it henceforth and
forever> 0 (1837)

20

and behold if the Lord shall say unto a man because of thine iniquities thou shalt be accursed
forever alld it shall be done> 0 (1837)

21

and if the Lord shall say because of thine iniquities
thou shalt be cut off from my presence alld he will
cause that it shall be so > 0 (1837)
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Because of its ungrammaticality in English, this construction
was complelely removed in the second (Kirtland, 1837) edition
of the Book of Mormon. This construction is a literalistic translation of the Hebrew-language construction, but does not occur
at all in the King James Bible.
Another case of a non-English Hebraism in the original text
of the Book of Mormon is the "overuse" of the phrase il came 10
pass . I do not use this term "overuse" to refer to the overall
supposed "excessiveness" of the phrase in the Book of Mormon
text. Rather, I am referring to at least 47 examples of this phrase
in the original text that seemed redundant or unnecessary and
were thus removed in the second edition. For instance, we find
examples like this one from 2 Nephi 4: 10, where two
occurrences are found within the same sentence:
and it came to pass that when my father had made an
end of speaking unto them behold it came to pass that he
spake unto the sons of Ishmael yea and even all his
household> 0 (1837)

134

REVIEW OF BOOKS ONTI-IE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

The second occurrence of Ihis phrase was removed in the 1837
edition of the Book of Mormon. yet there are examples of this
same "overuse" in the original Hebrew~language text, but not in
the King lames Bible (see, for example, Genesis 27:30).26
These examples of non-English Hebraisms provide a real
problem for Metcalfe and his colleagues. Their research program
requires them to find some nineteenth-century English-language
basis for everything in the Book of Mormon. For instance. in
order to disprove the Hebraic origin of the iFand construction,
Ed Ashmen! argues (pp. 361-63) that such constructions occur
in the early revelations of Joseph Smith. But in actual fact, all
except onc of Ashment's examples (p. 385) arc of the form
and-if. which he misleadingly identifies as "If + And
(inverted)":

and their testimony shall also go forth unto the
condemnation of th is generation if they harden their
hearts against Ihem (D&C 5: 18)
and behold I grant unto you a gift if you desire of me to
translate even as my servant Joseph (D&C 6:25)
and misery thou shalt receive if thou wilt slight these
counsels (D&C 19:33)
Now all of these examples are perfectly acceptable as English.
Nor has there been any tendency to eliminate this alld-I! construction from the Doctrine and Covenants, unlike the fourteen
Book of Mormon occurrences of the if-and construction, all of
which had been removed by the time the 1837 edition of the
Book of Mormon was published.
Ashment's fourth "counterexample" (p. 385) is supposed to
be an actual if-and example:
but if he deny this he will break the covenant which he
has before covenanted with me and behold he is condemned (D&C 5:27)
Of course, this is not really an if-and example, for the subordinate clause "if he deny this" modifies the immediately following
independent clause "he will break the covenant which he has
26 See the di scussion in Skousen, "The Original Language of the
Book of Mormon," 6-7.
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before covenanted with me" and not the distant resultive clause
"and behold he is condemned." This fourth example actually
belongs under Ashmen!'s "If + 0" class (p. 380). (Here
Ashment's capital letter 0 supposedly stands for the mathematical null symbol 0). So in actuality Ashment has no examples of
the non-English irand construction from the early revelations of
Joseph Smith.

The Dictation Sequence
Finally, I turn to Brent Metcalfe's own article at the end of
Ihe book (pp. 395-444). Here Metcalfe discusses the order of
dictation for the current text of the Book of Mormon. After
completing the book of Lehi and apparently starting the book of
Mosiah, Joseph Smith lent 116 pages of manuscript to Martin
Harris, who ultimately had these pages stolen from him.
Metcalfe discusses three possible dictation sequences, identified
according to which book was first translated after Joseph Smith
started translating again: (I) I Nephi, (2) Words of Mormon, or
(3) Mosiah. But ultimately Metcalfe's intent is not only to
resolve this issue, but also to argue for his "naturalistic"
interpretation of the Book of Mormon - namely, that Joseph
Smith himself is the author.
The Book of Mormon critical text project is a1so interested in
resolving this question regarding the dictation sequence, but thus
far the overall evidence has been inconclusive. A possible
solution could involve evidence from the original manuscript,
such as identifying the two unknown scribes in I Nephi or
actually finding fragments from the transition that occurs
between the Words of Mormon and Mosiah. Unfortunately, the
Wilford Wood fragments 27 just missed providing us with
evidence from the transition; we have fragments from Enos,
which is near, but not close enough.
Identity of paper type could also provide evidence for the
dictation sequence. The paper type changes fairly frequently in
both manuscripts. The original manuscript shows five different
kinds of paper for extant pages. (We have fragments from 236
pages, nearly half the estimated 480 pages that were in the original manuscript.) Preliminary examination of the paper types in
the printer's manuscript shows at least six types of paper. These
27 Skousen, "Piecing Together the Original Manuscript," 21.
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changes in paper type provide evidence that Joseph Smith and
Oliver Cowdery obtained paper at fairly frequent intervals during
the dictation and copying process.
Now if the paper type at the end of the originaJ manuscript is
the same as the beginning of the printer's manuscript, we would
have some physical evidence (but not proof) for the dictation

sequence. On the other hand, a difference in paper types at
potential junctures does not disprove a particular dictation
hypothesis. In any event, as evidence for the Nephi first
hypothesis. we would need to find paper identity between the
end of Moroni and the first gathering of the printer's manuscript.
Unfortunately, we currently have no extant fragments from the
book of Moroni, although we do have fragments from the end of
Ether, which may actually be close enough. As evidence for the
Mosiah first hypothesis, we would look for paper identity
between the end of the small plates and the first gathering of the
printer's manuscript. As already noted, we do not have fragments at this potential juncture, but we do have paper samples
from Enos, which is close to the end of the small plates. Thus
far the paper analysis of the printer's manuscript has only been
preliminary, but as part of the critical text project we plan to
make a direct physical comparison between the paper types of
the two manuscripts.
Internal evidence from the original manuscript, such as
changes in pagination or in Oliver Cowdery's spelling, may also
provide evidence for the dictation sequence. Metcalfe's article
seeks to add another kind of internal evidence from the textnamely. stylistic shifts in lexical usage. And of course, there is
also historical evidence, such as Oliver Cowdery's identification
of a passage in 3 Nephi as the reference to baptism that resulted
in the bestowal of the Aaronic Priesthood on 15 May 1829.28
Unfortunately, Metcalfe's own argumentation suffers, not
only from insufficient information, but also from an overzealous
desire to undermine our traditional understanding of the text and
its history. Consider Metcalfe's statement that "it seems less
than coincidental that while preparing P [the printer's
manuscript] for publication, [Joseph] Smith in the 1830 Preface
ascribed a length to the lost manuscript [of 116 pages] almost
exactly corresponding to the replacement text in P" (p. 395). The
28 Welch and Rathbone, "The Translation of the Book of Mormon,"
33-37.
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idea suggested here is that Joseph Smith allowed his recollection
of the number of lost pages to be influenced by the number of
pages needed to reach Mosiah in the printer's manuscript.
The problem with Metcalfe's suggestion is that only 24
pages of the printer's manuscript were in existence when the
type was set (near the end of August 1829) for the first signature
of the 1830 edition (which contains the preface). Internal evidence from the printer's manuscript and historical statements
clearly demonstrate that the printer's r.mnuscript was produced
as needed throughout the printing process, not all at once. To
begin the typesetting, Oliver Cowdery only copied enough material from the original manuscript to produce the first gathering
of the printer'S manuscript (namely, 24 pages), nowhere near
the 116 pages that Metcalfe's speculation entails.

Chapters in the Book of Mormon
Metcalfe's presentation gives the Impression that he is
thoroughly conversant with the details of the two manuscripts,
although all the sources for his information are secondary. As a
consequence, his descriptions are frequently inaccurate and misguided. First of all, Metcalfe does not understand the origin of
the chapter system in the two manuscripts. Evidence suggests
that as Joseph Smith was translating, he apparently saw some
mark (or perhaps extra spacing) whenever a section ended, but
was unable to see the text that followed. At such junctures.
Joseph decided to refer to these endings as chapter breaks and
told the scribe to write the word "chapter" at these places, but
without specifying any number for the cbapter since Joseph saw
neither a number nor the word "chapter."
The evidence for this conclusion is abundant. First of all, the
word "chapter" otherwise never appears in the Book of Monnon
text. Moreover. "Chapter" appears in the original manuscript at
the very beginning of a section, even before the title of a new
book. Thus "Chapter" was originally incorrectly written at the
end of 1 Nephi and before the beginning of 2 Nephi. Only later
was this chapter specification crossed out by Oliver Cowdery
and placed after the title of the book (,'The Book of Nephi"):
<Chapter <V> VIII>
second
Chapter I
The 1\ Book of Nephi 1\ An account of the death of Lehi ...

138

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON ll-lE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

(In this transcription from the original manuscript, angled
brackets < > are used to refer to a crossouL) In addition,
"Chapter" is assigned to small books that contain only one sec·
tion (such as Enos, Jarom. and OmnO. And the chapter numbers
are added later, in heavier ink and more carefully written
(sometimes even with serifs). In one place in the printcr's
manuscript the added number is in blue ink rather than the nOTmal black (now turned brown).
And sometimes the inserted chapter numbers are incorrect.
For instance, at the beginning of 2 Nephi (see the above transcription), the initial "Chapter" is assigned the number VIJI as if
it were the next chapter in I Nephi (which in the original text
contained seven chapters). Moreover, in numbering the chapters
in Mosiah in the printer's manuscript, Oliver Cowdery acciden·
tally skipped one number when he came to chapter 8 and incor·
rectly listed it as "Chapter IX." This misnumbering then continues through to the end of Mosiah. The compositor caught the
error and corrected the misnumbered chapters in the printer's
manuscript in pencil (except for chapter 12 which remains
unchanged as "Chapter 13"). This same misnumbering of
chapters 8·13 as 9-14 may have also occurred in the original
manuscript, but we have no extant fragments from Mosiah to
confirm this.
Nonetheless, Metcalfe is mistaken when he assumes that this
numbering error for Mosiah 8-13 is related to the misnumbering
that is found at the beginning of our current book of Mosiah.
Here Oliver Cowdery originally wrote "Chapter Ill," then
changed this to "Chapter I" by deleting the last two numbers.
This is characteristic of how Oliver corrected mistakes. Contrary
to Metcalfe's interpretation (pp. 405-6), Oliver Cowdery
definitely did not first write "Chapter II" and then cross out the
whole number and insert a I before the crossed·out ll. All three
/'s have the same ink flow and spacing. Based on Oliver's
scribal practice, I would argue that if Oliver had written Il and
wanted to change it to I. he would have either crossed out the
second 1 or crossed out both l's and followed it with a single 1
with an intervening space.
Metcalfe is undoubtedly correct in his interpretation of the
inserted title ("the Book of Mosiah") and the missing summary
in the printer's manuscript (p. 405). Based on the misnumbering
of the chapters near the beginning of Mosiah. I would argue for
the following relationship between the large and small plates:
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large plates

small plates

Lehi

Nephi (I)
Nephi (II)
Jacob
Enos
Jarom
Omni

(Amaron, Chemish,
Abinadom)
Mosiah "Chapter]"
(AmaJeki)
[the reign of king Mosiahl
[ascension of king Benjamin]
Mosiah "Chapter II"
The Words of Monnon
[the reign of king Benjamin]
Mosiah "Chapter Ill"

[beginning of our present Mosiah]

Thus the beginning of our current Mosiah corresponds origina1ly
with the beginning of the third chapter of Mosiah. This explains
not only the in serted title and missing summary. but also the
abrupt beginning of our present book of Mosiah ("And now
there was no more contention in all the land of Zarahemla").
All of this leads me to believe that the lost 116 pages
included not only all of Lehi, but also part of Chapter I of the
original Mosiah. Jo seph Smith retained from the summer of
1828 some small portion of the translation (D&C 10:41) and
may have added a few additional pages translated in March 1829
(D&C 5:30), just prior to Oliver Cowdery's arrival in the following month. In all, these pages probably included the following portions from the beginning of the original Mosiah: the rest
of chapter I, all of chapter II, and perhaps the beginning of
chapter III. In fact, these few pages could have been part of the
orig inal manuscript that was placed in the cornerstone of the
Nauvoo House in 1841. If so, they could well have been
crossed out so as not to repeat the end of Amaleki's account
(from the book of Omni in the small plates) and the material
Mormon covered in his transitional ''The Words of Monnon."
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Nonrandom Sequences of Lexical Variants
Finally, I turn to Metcalfe's discussion of the lexical variation between therefore and wherefore in the Book of Mormon
text. Metcalfe finds some interesting transitions in the usage of
these two words. Basically. wherefore dominates in the small
plates. therefore prevails from Mosiah to part way through
Ether, then for the remainder of the Book of Mormon wherefore
once again dominates. Metcalfe argues that there are not two
transitions, but only one. Under the Mosiah first hypothesis, the
text starts with therefore and then part way through Ether the
transition to wherefore occurs, which then explains why wherefore dominates both the beginning and ending of the Book of
Mormon. As support for this claim, Metcalfe argues that Joseph
Smith's revelations up through May 1829 have therefore, but
from June 1829 on, his revelations and other scriptural writings
have wherefore. This does not, however, prove Metcalfe's con·
elusion that Joseph Smith is the one making this choice. As I
have argued eisewhere,29 other evidence suggests "tight control"
over the text. Nonetheless, the translation was given through
Joseph Smith and reflects his English. As a result, a change in
Joseph's language could also show up as the translation was
received over a period of months. Even so, the language of the
original text includes King James expressions and non-English
Hebraisms that are uncharacteristic of Joseph Smith's upstate

New York English.
In any event, I would suggest a few cautions and a more
systematic research strategy in looking for stylistic change in the
Book of Mormon text. My first caution deals with Metcalfe's
assumption that therefore and wherefore are semantically and
syntactically equivalent, and therefore freely exchangeable. Yet
this is not the case. In fact, as Dwight Bolinger has argued on
many occasions, there are probably no examples of synonymy
that permit complete interchangeability of words. (See, for
instance. Bolinger's discussion of systematic differences
between somebody and someone.)3o For the case of therefore
and wherefore in the Book of Mormon text, we find that these
29 Skousen, "Towards a Critical Edition of the Book of Mormon,"
SO-56.
30 Dwight Bolinger, "The In-Group: One and Its Compounds," in

Peter A. Reich, ed., The Second LACUS Forum 1975 (Columbia, SC:
Hornbeam, 1976), 229~37 .
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words are not completely interchangeable. For example, there
is an interrogative occurrence of wherefore ("wherefore can ye
doubt" ) in I Nephi 4:3 for which therefore could hardly be
subst ituted. In addition, the Book of Mormon text contains
examples in which th erefore is preceded by a conjunctive
element such as and or now, but wherefore is always clause
initial: there are 18 occurrences of "and therefore," but none of
"and wherefore"; si milarly, four occurrences of "now therefore," but none of "now wherefore." This difference between
the two words is also sugges ted in the (Com pa ct) Oxford
English Dictiona ry, which lists "and therefore" as the synonym
for wherefore, not simply "therefore. "31 All of this implies a
di scourse difference between therefore and wherefore, that the
variation in usage between these two words in the Book of
Mormon text may be due more to differences in di scourse
structure than simply lexical alternation. In other words, the
variation between wherefore and therefore cannot be disc ussed
without considering larger questio ns of narrative structure , in
particular the role of conjunctive elements.
A second caution has to do with the lack of statistics in
Metcalfe's article. It would be easy to show that the order of
occurrences of therefore and wherefore in the Book of Mormon
text is hi ghly significant- in fact, it is stati stically significant
under any of the three hypotheses concerning the order of dictation. The same high statisti cal significance holds for Foster's
example of whoso and whosoever (pp. 408-9). The appropriate
test for verifyin g the nonrandomness of a sequence of occurrences is the non parametric ordinary runs test.3 2 The inadequacy
of Metcalfe's nonstatistical approach becomes all too apparent
when, based on intuition only. he di smi sses Foster's suggestion
that there is a nonrandom order for the occurrences of oft and
often in the Book of Mormon text. Under the null hypothesis of
randomness, the order stati sti c for the sequencing of oft and
often (again for all three dictation hyporheses) occurs with a
cumulative probability of 0.097. Although this probability is not
significant enough for most statisticians (except at a level of

31 The (Compact) Oxford English Dictionary (OED), 2d ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon, 199 1),2302.
32 As descri bed in Jean Dickinson Gibbons, Nonparametric Methods
for Quantitative Analysis. 2d ed. (Columbus. OH: American Sciences,
1985),363- 7 1.
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significance of 0.1), it still indicates some possibility that the
variation for these two words may not be random.
But there is one additional problem with Metcalfe's decision
to ignore the variation between oft and often. If he had considered Ihe effeelS of "Iilerary dependency" (pp. 409-11), he would
have discovered that the sequencing for oft faflen is statistically
nonrandom. In his analysis of wherefore and therefore, Metcalfe
systematically eliminated all cases of quotation, from either
biblical sources or from Joseph Smith's earlier revelations.
Applying this same procedure to the case of oft/often, we
remove one occurrence of often (in 3 Nephi 24: 16) since it is a
quotation from Malachi 3: 16, with the result that all three
remaining occurrences of often (namely, Enos 1:3, Mosiah
18:25, and Mosiah 26:30) occur together without oft intervening. Statistically. the resulting cumulative probability is a low
0.020. And once more, we get this same result for all three of
the dictation hypotheses.
In order to test Metcalfe's theory. we must see if the Book of
Mormon text contains other variants in lexical choice that
contradict Metcalfe's conclusions. Are there, for instance,
sequences showing more than one transition? In particular, are
there examples of the text first favoring one word (or phrase).
then another. and then finally preferring the original word (or
phrase)? This last question is actually equivalent to asking
whether there is evidence for other dictation sequences!
As a hypothetical example. consider the use of the archaic
privily versus secretly in the Book of Mormon text. All four
occurrences of privily are found in Alma (14:3, 35:5. 51:34, and
52:35), whereas the three occurrences of secretly occur outside
of Alma: two in Mosiah (19:18 and 27:10) and one in 3 Nephi
(6:23). Under any of the three given dictation hypotheses. this
sequencing cannot be considered statistically nonrandom (since
the number of runs has a cumu lative probabil ity of 0.200, which
is too large). But if we choose to consider the hypothesis that
Joseph Smith first started dictating Alma rather than Mosiah or
I Nephi, we would get a cumu lative probability of 0.057.
which may be low enough to consider the change from privily to
secretly statistically significant and to argue that Joseph Smith
really started with Alma!
Returning to our example of oft/often, we find even stronger
support for this "Alma first" hypothesis. All three occurrences of
often occur together just before the book of Alma, with the result

143

METCALFE, ED., NEW APPROACHES (SKDUSEN)

that the text has only ofl until switching to often someplace
between I Nephi and Enos. In fact, the text contains four
occurrences of oft in 3 Nephi 10:4-6, in direct opposition to the
occurrence of often in the biblical passage that it paraphrases
(Matlhew 23:37):

3 Nephi 10:
how ofl have I gathered you as a hen gathereth her
chickens under her wings (verse 4)
how oft would I have gathered you as a hen
ereth her chickens under her wings (verse 5)

gath~

how oft would I have gathered you as a hen
ereth her chickens and ye would not (verse 5)

gath~

how oft will I gather you as a hen gathereth her
chickens under her wings (verse 6)

Matthew 23:
how often would 1 have gathered thy children
together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under
her wings, and ye would not (verse 37)
Under the "Alma first" hypothesis, the chances that the resulting
sequence is random equals 0.002, a very small value. And even
if the four examples of oft in 3 Nephi 10 are eliminated because
of "literary dependency," the resulting sequence remains highly
nonrandom; the chances that the resulting sequence is random is
still a very small number, 0.004.
But are these examples of oft/often and privily/secretly
enough to convince us of the priority of Alma? To be sure,
Metcalfe's analysis of wherefore/therefore (as well as whoso/
whosoever) is interesting, but we must do more than rely on a
couple of examples. We need to look for many different
examples of nonrandom sequencing to see what overall patterns
exist. (And undoubtedly we need to extend our examples to in~
elude synonymous phrases as well as individual words.) We
must always be suspicious of "linguistic numerology." Given a
finite random sequence. we can always find cases of nonrandomness. In fact, there must be some cases of nonrandomness;
otherwise. we wouldn't really have a (finite) random sequence!
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Conclusion
Ed Ashment. in his summary of what he calls "modern
apologetics" for the Book of Mormon, argues that "scouring"
the Book of Mormon text for "evidence" is insufficient and
unacceptable as a critical methodology (pp. 337-38). Indeed,
defenders of the Book of Mormon have sometimes practiced
"text scouring," but surely Metcalfe's own book represents the
very same practice, as exemplified by the numerous examples
discussed in this review.
Instead of looking for isolated examples. we need systematic
and holistic studies of the original text of the Book of Mormon
as well as the specific documents that underlie that text (namely,
the original and printer's manuscripts and the first three
editions). And hardly any of this effort can be done without a
critical edition of the Book of Mormon. In this review I have
noted some of the Book of Mormon critical text issues that
Metcalfe's book fails to consider: empirical evidence for the
principles of manuscript transmission; errors in the manuscripts;
types of textual changes; a complete analysis of manuscript corrections; sources for biblical quotations in the Book of Mormon;
variation in italics in the King James Bible; textual variation in
Early Modern English Bibles (from Tyndale's translations
through the King James Version); the reliability of statements
made by witnesses of the translation; independent evidence for
Joseph Smith's knowledge of the Bible; the origin of the original
chapter system; the language style of the original English text of
the Book of Mormon (including the question of non-English
Hebraisms, biblical English, and upstate New York English);
the dictation sequence and the difficulties in determining that
sequence; spelling variation in the manuscripts; stylistic variance
in the text; and the overall discourse and narrative structure of
the text.
I began my work on the critical text over five years ago and
without any prejudgment as to what I might find. To my delight
(and frequent amazement), I have found that the original
manuscript provides firm evidence in support of what Joseph
Smith, Oliver Cowdery, and all witnesses have testified: that
Joseph Smith was not the author of the Book of Mormon, but
instead he received its English translation by revelation from the
Lord through the use of the Urim and Thummim and the seer
stone. All of the systematic studies of the Book of Mormon text
that 1 am aware of are consistent with this claim.

Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of
MOm/on: &plorotions in CriJicaJ Metlwdology.

Approaching New Approaches
Reviewed by John W. Welch
Brent Metcalfe's publication of a collection of essays under
the title New Approaches to the Book of Morm on: Explorations
in Critical Methodology comes as a welcome invitation to look
again at Book of Mormon studies. Collective understanding of
the Book of Mormon is increasi ng as readers and writers consider again and again its con tents and backgrounds, and reassess
and refine the tools they use in interpreting and evaluating it.
Students of the Book of Mormon have long recognized the need
for all who work in this area to give clearer statements defining
and explaining their methods.
In broad terms, three different methods seem to have
emerged in recent years; they are described briefly by Stephen
Ricks in hi s article on "Book of Mormon Studies" in the
Encyclopedia of MormoniJfll. 1 First, some scholars are exclusively interested in the doctrinal and practical religious messages
of the book; of those scholars, some see the doctrines as eternal
and unchangi ng, while others view the revelations as progressing and suited to the needs and circumstances of individual people and their hi storical settings. Second. other scholars pursue
lines of research that explore possible ancient Near Eastern or
anc ient American backgrounds for the Book of Mormon; of such
students, some approach the Book of Mormon as being predominantly Hebrew, while others look to ancient Near Eastern cultures surrounding the Israelites, and beyond. The third group of
scholars examines the nineteenth-century world that formed the
matrix out of which the translation of the Book of Mormon
emerged. Some scholars in this group are satisfied with the
conclusion that Joseph Smith was influenced by his nineteenthcentury world only to a limited extent. Specifically, these scholStephen Ricks. "Book of Mormon Studies," in Daniel Ludlow, ed.,
Encyclopedia of Mormonism. 4 vols. (New York : Macmillan, 1992),
1:208-9.
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ars assert that Joseph Smith used contemporary vocabulary and
King James idioms to communicate his inspired translation to a
broad and enduring audience in tenns that would best convey the
meaning of the underlying record. Others in this third group presume that nineteenth-century ideas and culture exercised deeper
influences on the essential fabric of the Book of Mormon. This
presumption sometimes leads these scholars to conclude that the
entire work was a product of Joseph Smith, either piously or

fraudulently_
The foregoing approaches are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. Mixtures and combinations of these approaches can
be created, either in regard to the entire Book of Mormon or to
segments within it. Obviously, the study of the Book of
Mormon has become and will undoubtedly remain a very com+
plicated subject. This state of affairs suits the book, for it is itself
very complex.
Notwithstanding the significant increase in Book of Mormon
studies, little has been written in this field of study about
methodology itself. The closest things to methodological expositions are Hugh Nibley's 1953-54 series entitled "New
Approaches to Book of Mormon StudY,"2 and the introductions
to books published by F.A.R.M.S.3 Accordingly, if the study
of the Book of Mormon is to become a more rigorous discipline,
aU of its practitioners will need to become more explicit about
their methods, their assumptions, their purposes, and the degree
to which their conclusions are based on various forms of evidence or depend on various theoretical predilections.
For this reason, Metcalfe's volume comes at an auspicious
time in the growth of Book of Mormon studies. New Approaches asks everyone involved in the field to think about some
fundamental issues, formulate some clear statements of purpose
and procedure, figure out what a proposed new approach really
means, and decide whether that approach raises more questions
and difficulties than it solves.
2 Hugh Nibley. "New Approaches to Book of Mormon Study." ran
in the Improvement Era from November 1953 through July 1954. reprinted
in The Prophetic Book of Mormoll. vol. 8 in The Collected Works of Hugh
Nibley (Salt Lake City: Dcseret Book and F.A.R.M.S .• 1989),54-126.
3 For example. John W. Welch, "Why Study Warfare in the Book of
Mormon?" in Stephen D. Ricks and William J. Hamblin, eds., Warfare in
the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book and F.A.R.M.S. ,
1990), 3-24; John W. Welch, Reexploring the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1992), xi- xiv.
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Unfortunately, one of the major shortcomings of New
Approaches is its failure to define what it means by "critical
methodology." This defect is not cured by Metcalfe's recent
article in Dialogue. 4 Moreover, it is impossible to extrapolate
from thi s book what const itutes a "critical methodology,"
because its articles "address a variety of methodological, historical, and theological concerns" (p. xi) and pursue different lines
of reasoning. Indeed, the articles seem to share little common
methodological ground . The authors of the articles in this eclectic collection may well share some ultimate conclusion about the
nature or value of the Book of Mormon, but one suspects that
the authors have little in common concerning how to go about
studying a text or drawing implications from academic research.
Simply proclaiming one's approach to consist of a "rigorous,
balanced scrutiny of texts" (p. ix), for example, does not, by itself, compri se a methodology. Indeed , most scholars consider
themselves to be involved in the " rigorous, balanced scrutiny of
texi s." Eac h scholar, however, has his or her own way of
accomplishing such a task. Moreover, there are many ways in
which to allow "for the possibility that [the Book of Mormon1
may be somethi ng other than literal history" (p. x). Perhaps useful definitions of what const itutes "critical methodology" will
emerge in future studies. In the meantime, an unfulfilled burden
of persuasion rests upon any authors who would have the
Church or its members jettison basic approaches to the Book of
Mormon that have been essentially accepted, propounded, and
utilized for several generations by many scholars and authorities
w ithin the Church, in favor of a set of " new," amorphous,
undefined, and untested approaches to the book.
When New Approaches first appeared early in the summer
of 1993, a group of scholars held a brief meeting to di scuss its
contents. Some felt that the book deserved little or no comment,
because its approach was hardly new and most Lauer-day Saint
readers would be intelligent enou gh to analyze the issues and the
obvious implications for themselves. (New Approaches is not a
subtle book.) Others at the meeting saw wisdom in providing
detailed comments on the errors, unsupported assumptions, and
unanswered q uestions in the volume. Pe rsonally , I was not
inte rested in spending many ho urs or scarce resources in

4
Brent L. Metcalfe, "Apologetic and C ritical Assumptions about
Book of Mormon Historicity," Dialogue 2613 (Fall 1993): 154-84.
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preparing a response. I figured that the collective impact of New
Approaches' articles would not be much greater than when most
of them individually appeared over the prior decade.
Furthermore, I suspected that general readers would have little

interest in this volume as a whole and less interest in our
responses in particular. But in the interest of not being held
liable in the minds of some on a default judgment for failure to
file an answer, I will offer some general comments, then several
specific points regarding the chapters by Stan Larson and David
Wright, and a few concluding observations.

General Comments

New Approaches, like several books published by Signature
Books, is poorly titled. My first reaction was to see the title as a
Nibley rip-off. Nibley published a long se ries in the
Improvement Era in 1953-54 entitled "New Approaches to
Book of Mormon Study," which was reprinted in 1989.5
Moreover, Nibley's widely circulated 1957 Melchizedek
Priesthood manual, An Approach to the Book of Mormon, was
reprinted in its third edition in 1988.6 Typically, authors try to
avoid trading on the names and titles of others. In the business
world, laws prohibit businesses from using business names that
might be misleading to the public because they are too close to
names already in use. Although I realize that we are not dealing
with a registered corporate name or trademark here, I believe that
the principles behind those laws are relevant.
Second, as I looked at the book's contents, I was disappointed by the word "new" in the title. There wasn't much new
here. Several of the chapters are largely rewrites of things published before, and most of the strategies employed to argue that
Joseph Smith was the Book of Mormon's author have been
around since the first anti-Book of Mormon publication by
Alexander Campbell in 1831.
Now, after further reflection, I have come to see New
Approaches in another li ght. Rather than a "new" approach. I
simply find here a "terrestrial approach." Joseph Smith saw
S Nibley, "New Approaches to Book of Mormon Study,'· in The
Prophetic Book of Mormon , 54-126.
6 Hugh Nibley, An Approach to the Book oj Mormon. 3d ed .. vol. 6
in The Collected Works oj Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S .• 1988).
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among those who will inherit the terrestrial kingdom people
"who receive of [Chris!'s] glory, bUI not of his fulness" (D&C
76:76), who "are not valiant in the testimony of Jesus" (D&C
76:79), who are the " honorable men of the earth, who were
blinded by the c raftiness of men" (D&C 76:75). I find these
descriptions apposite here. Some of the writers in New
Approaches may well be honorable and may have worked hard
in an effort to reconcile the religious value of the Book of
Mormon with their primary commitments to certain academic assumptions and methods, but in the process I think they have
been blinded by the theories of men. I do not imply that scholarship is necessarily blinding and crafty. but in some cases it can
be. The "new" approaches offered in this book seem to me to
glorify the Book of Mormon in pan, to speak well of it in certain
respects; but such concess ions do not recei ve of its fullness.
New Approaches makes less of God's role in the writing,
preservation and translation of the Book of Mormon than he
deserves. While I cannot and do not speak about the private religious views of these authors themselves (and I do not mean to
judge or impugn them personally), I worry that it will be hard to
describe as "valiant in the testimony of Jesus" any person who
uses perfectly good scho larly tools to produce the terrestrial
resu lts promulgated by this book. Like any other kinds of tools,
scholarship can be used to build up, to tear down, or to remodel.
I believe it is always fair to ask if the construction work in question is celestial , terrestrial, or otherwise in nature.
Perhaps the time will come when the world is so wicked and
the si tuation so hopeless that God will tell the Church to stop
striving for the celesti al glory and work to harvest as much terrestrial fruit from the vineyard as is possible. I do not hope for
such a day, however, and I see no basis in prophecy for it.
Perhaps in such a hypot hetical day, a terrestrial approach to the
Book of Mormon. along with terrestrial approaches to marriage,
moral ity, honesty, philosophy, and sp irituality, would be helpful. But as long as the Sai nts are commissioned to preach and
live the fullness of the gospel of Jesus Christ, anything less than
a celestial approach to the Book of Mormon falls short of the
mark.
Some of the people involved in the writing. editing, publishing, and marketing of New Approaches may take offense at the
suggestion that they have produced less than a celestial book.
Others of them, however, may be gleeful at the prospect, reject-
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ing the Latter-day Saint concept of celestial glory in any event.
Because past experience shows. however, that religious overtones in responses to works published by Signature Books can
lead to embroilments and indignation, I hasten to add that I do
nO( see this book as telestial. I gladly acknowledge that the
image of Korihor-the telestial image-does not fit in one
respect: Korihor, by his own admission, was visited by the devil
and did his express bidding (Alma 30:53). Thus, the comparison
is not exact between books like this one and Korihor.

Ultimately, I believe. neither the Bible nor the Book of
Mormon can be proved or disproved by textual or historical evidence . Circumstantial evidence can be produced both for and
against Joseph Smith's testimony that the Book of Mormon "is
not by any means a modern composition, either of mine or of
any other man who has lived or does Jive in this generation."7
The case will not. however, be completely resolved at the present time in a court of academic research. for the methodological
engine to drive a conclusion on this issue cannot be agreed
upon. If one suspicious mistake proves the book wrong. it is
equally logical for one remarkable coincidence to prove it true.
The articles in New Approaches typically discount all evidence in favor of the antiquity of the Book of Mormon, as if
such evidence counts for little or nothing. At the same time, the
articles overstate or overemphasize evidence against the book's
antiquity. I suppose those who have written in favor of the Book
of Mormon can be accused of doing the opposite. 1. for one,
began my work on the Book of Mormon at a time when hardly
anything positive had been written-from a scholarly point of
view-about its antiquity. I believed the balance needed to be
tipped back by looking for, finding, and saying things in favor
of Ihc book.
Still today, I feel no need to get too excited when I see things
that might be used as evidence against the book's antiquity.
Instead. I take note and begin researching the subject. Usually,
as I learn more, I come to see other options and find that what I
originally thought was a problem is not. Indeed, sometimes
what I thought was a problematic detail turns out to be a
strength. For example. Krister Stendahl once claimed that the
Book of Mormon is wrong to say "they shall be filled with the
Holy Ghost" (3 Nephi 12:6). Stendahl made this claim because,
7

He 1:71.
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he said. the Greek word behind this beatitude in Matthew 5,
namely chortazo, cannot mean to be filled "with the Holy Ghost"
but means to "fill the stomach."8 Hutchinson (p. 14, where the
Greek is misspelled) and others have used this as a prime exhibit
of an alleged Book of Mormon mistake. For over ten years, I
figured that the bestlhat one could say on behalf of the Book of
Mormon in this in stance was that it was simply expressing the
image of the Holy Ghost more literally than the Protestant
Stendahl would allow. That explanation was su fficient for me,
but I remained aware of Stendahl's linguistic criticism. Then, I
found in the Septuagint an ancient lext that used chortazo to
mean being filled with the spi rit , being satiated with the likeness
of God (Psalm 17: 15). This is a text that Stendahl had appar~
enlly missed. I published this finding in 1990,9 which makes me
wonder why Hutchinson continues 10 push Stendahl's point,
when it is now known to be erroneous (unless I am missing
something). Now, as a result of this excursion, I see the Book
of Mormon translation in 3 Nephi 12:6 as stronger than ever,
for it is consistent with an ancient usage of chortazo that even
one of the learned men of the world had overlooked. Moreover,
it is consonant with a unique point of Mormon doctrine that
spirit is matter, meaning that one can indeed be physically filled
with the spiri t' s substance.
The writers in New Approaches go out of their way to point
out thai evidence in favor of the Book of Mormon is not as
strong as some might have claimed. If certain evidence is over~
stated , the writers are correct to say so and offer a better assessment. This does not mean, however, that such evidence should
be minimized or ignored.
Originally. and still today. I am very satisfied in my testimony of the Book of Mormon. I believed at first that it was true
with little or no evidence at all. and 1 never expected to find
much. I subscribe to the saying, "Happy is he who expects little.
for he shall not be disappointed." I guess that is why I am so
pleased with each bit of evidence that comes along. I believe that
many significant insights into the antiquity of the Book of
8 Kri ster Stendahl, "The Sermon on the Mount and Third Nephi," in
Truman Madsen, ed., Reflections on Mormonism: iudaeo·Christian
Parallels (Provo: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University,
1978\, 142.
9" John W. Welch, The Sermoll at the Temple and the Sermoll on the
Moullt (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FA.R.M.S., 1990), 114-15.
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Mormon have appeared and will continue to do so. When such
evidences come to light, I think it is fair to point them out. I
hope that my colleagues and I have always been cautious in presenting such evidence. We do not intend to overstate the case,
but we do not want to understate it either. Furthermore, as more
and more information is accumulated, we should hopefully be
able to offer morc accurate and more complete descriptions of
every feature of the Book of Monnon text.
I am grateful to the authors of New Approaches for making
some points that have value to mc. For example, I appreciate the
need to look carefully at the evidence. Whenever I have made a
mistake (as all humans are prone to do), I am eager to correct the
record. If I have overlooked a persuasive line of reasoning, I am
happy to entertain new possibilities that help me to understand
the full text and its ancient and modern contexts better. Even the
good branches of the olive tree need to be trimmed periodically.
By the same loken , where I find errors of fact, method, or
judgment in the works of others, I will not hesitate to point them
out or to call them into question. While the wheat and the tares
are allowed to grow together in the field of the world, within the
House of Israel a different metaphor applies: branches that produce bad fruit are cut off and cast into the fire.

Matthew 5-7 and 3 Nephi 12-14
In chapter 5 of New Approaches Stan Larson, in his article
"The Historicity of the Matthean Sermon on the Mount in 3
Nephi," questions the historicity of the text of 3 Nephi 12-14.
This is not a new issue. Since the 1830s, the Sermon on the
Mount has been considered by critics to be the Achilles heel of
the Book of Mormon. In 1985, Stan Larson prepared his first
article on the Greek manuscripts of the Sermon on the Mount
and 3 Nephi. On September 30, 1985, I sent him a memo
reviewing a prepublication draft of that article. In 1986,
Larson's article was published-with slight modifications-in
Trinity Joumal.1O I then addressed his arguments. directly and
indirectly, throughout my The Sermon at the Temple and the
Sermon on the Mounr (1990), especially in chapter 8 of that
book. Larson's 1993 publication is essentially a recapitulation
10 Stan Larson, "Tile Sermon on the Mount: What Its Textual
Transformation Discloses Concerning the Hi storicity of the Book of
Mormon." Trinity Journal N.S. (1986): 23-45.
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and elaboration of the 1986 article. His basic argument is that,
while the earliest Greek manu scripts of Matthew 5-7 overwhelmingly agree with the King James Version of that text, in a
few places they do not. In each of these cases, Larson argues
that the Book of Mormon is wrong to present the same reading
as one finds in the English King James Bible. (Larson first proposed twelve such points of certain and indicative disagreement,
then in his 1986 article he included eleven, and in hi s latest study
he drops the number to eight. In my opinion, he is moving in the
right direction.)
Methodological Assumptions and Problems. Larson reaches
the wrong result for two main reasons: (I) he is overly confident
that anyone can know for sure from the surviving Greek
manuscripts how the original Greek of Matthew might relate to
the Book of Mormon text; and (2) he is unwilling to admit that,
at least in seven of his cases, I I the ancient textual variants in
question are not sign ifi cantly different in meaning. These two
main problems preclude Larso n's approach fro m fulfilling its
objecti ve, which is to determine whether Joseph Smith's translation of the e ight passages in question is right or wrong.
Larson is confident that he can identify eight places where
errors, revisions, and additions have crept into the KJV . At the
beginning of his stud y, Larson tries to avoid overstating his
point. He suggests that his research allows one to " make tentative judgments about whether the Book of Mormon stands up to
the tests of historicity" (p. 117, emphasis added), and initially
admits that "establishing the 'original ' text of Matthew 's version
of the sermon is a problematic process" (p. 117). By the end of
his chapter, however, Larson has forgotten the tentative origins
and necessari ly uncertain nature of his exploration. He ultimately
ignores the uncertai nties inherent in this problematic endeavor. 12
Larson sees the comparison of the English tran slation in
3 Nephi with tilt; Engli:sh translation in the King Jame:s Bible as
"an ideal test of the Book of Mormon as a real translation of an
ancient text" (p. 116). In many ways, however, the test is less
than ideal. For example, the test would be better if one had the
original Aramaic, its original translation into Greek, the original
Nephite record, Mormon's transcription of that record onto the
II A ll except perhaps the doxology at the end of the lord's Prayer, for
which I offer other explanations.
12 For example, he speaks as if he absolutely knows which phrase
was or was not "in the original text of Matthew 5:27" (p. 12 1).
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plates of Mormon, and the corresponding portions missing from
the original manuscript of Joseph Smith's dictation. If such documents were available, scholars would be in a position to compare the earliest recorded versions of Jesus' words in the Old
World with the words recorded in the New World. Even these
documents, however, would not provide a tape recording of
Jesus' words. Nevertheless, the documents could be compared
to determine the accuracy of various translations of the Old and
New World records. The ancient documentary history and the
1829 translation process thai produced the Book of Monnon are
complex subjects that Larson's ideal test oversimplifies.
Larson's approach rests on several implicit assumptions
about the Greek texts: for example, ( I) that two different read·
ings in the early Greek manuscripts cannot both have originated
as translations of a single authentic Aramaic say ing of Jesus; (2)
that Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount once and only once, or
each time identically; (3) that Jesus' original Aramaic words in
all cases corresponded with the "better" Greek manuscripts that
happen to have survived ; and (4) that the original Greek version
of Matthew was a minutely precise word· for-word translation of
the Aramaic spoken by Jesus. I doubt that assumptions such as
these are provable. No one knows enough about New Testament
origins to speak with absolute confidence on these matters.
Larson's approach also assumes that the words Jesus spoke
to the Nephites were identical to what he said to hi s disciples in
Judea and Galilee at the e ight points being tested. 13 Jesus, however, gave these two sermons to different audiences; he need not
have said exactly the same thing each time. This point should be
kept in mind, especially with respect to the different endings
used in the Lo rd 's Prayer: Jesus need not have ended every
prayer the same way. While substantial similarities exist between
the Sermon in Matthew and in 3 Nephi, many substantial differences exist as well. 14

13 Larson says that Matthew 5-7 and 3 Nephi 12- 15 "record a single
sermon delivered by Jesus on two separate occasions" (p. 116).
14 Larson consi ders the Book of Mormon to have copied the KJV
"blindly," but he recogni zes that it is not a "slavish copy" (p. 132). This is
a grudging concession. For a discussion of the differences between the two
sermons and the sophistication. historical appropriateness, subtlety. and
significance of the differences, see my Sermon at the Temple. chapter 5. I
think there is more going on here than bl ind copying thac is not slavish.
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Larson' s method a<;sumes that great certainty can be obtained
by examining these eight details. As I argue in Sermon at the
Temple,15 the overall setting of3 Nephi 11-18 is also important
in accessing the differences between and meanings of the
Mauhean material that parallels the words of Jesus in 3 Nephi
12- 14.16 In that study, 1 offer what seem to me to be plausible
answers to the problems raised by Larson and others regarding
the Sermon on the Mount. I also provide a new way of viewing
the presence of that material embedded in 3 Nephi 11- 18, suggesting that it can be seen in a sac red ritual context. Rather than
being a clumsy or embarrassing plagiarism, the presence of the
Sermon on the Mount in the words of Jesu s at the temple in
Bountiful can be seen as a coherent strength for the Book of
Mormon. Although I do not expect to win votes for the authenticity of 3 Nephi 11-18 from members of the Jesus Seminar, I
have tried to approach the text of the Book of Monnon through
careful sc holarly techniques consistent with Latter-day Saint
concepts. The fact that the larger setting is irrelevant to the points
that Larson tries to make is a signal that he undertakes to examine too little of the evidence. The issues encompass a larger picture than the one he has framed. I hope that readers who are interested in this topic will consider the arguments I advance in my
book. I will not take the time to restate them here.
Larson's approach rests further on several assumptions
about the nature of Joseph's English translation. 17 But scholars
simply do not know enough about the translation process itself
to be confident about the "test" Larson seeks to perform. Larson
tries to enlist support in thi s regard by using quotations from
B. H. Roberts, Sidney B. Sperry, and Hugh W. Nibley, who
supposed ly make unwitting concessions that bolster Larson's
approach. For example, he claims Sperry believed that if the
Book of Mormon failed to make any corrections of textual corruption s or errors that have accumulated in the biblical
manuscripts over the centuries, then the Book of Mormon
15 See Welch, Sermon at the Temple, chapters \-3.
16 Larson incorrectly claims that "Jesus ended his sennon" at 3 Nephi
15:1 (p. 115). Contrary to Larson's assertion, the sermon continues-with
its accompanying ordinances and instructions-until the end of 3 Nephi \8.
17 Larson briefly discusses how Joseph Smith may have translated the
Book of Mormon. He emphasizes the opinions of some who have seen
more room for Joseph Smith's direct and mechanical use of the Bible than I
do. For my discussion of the translation process, see Welch, Sermon at the
Temple, chapter 7.
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.. 'should be thrown out of court' " (p. 116). I wonder, ho w~
ever, if Larson gives a fair reading of Sperry. Sperry is si mply
presenting the arguments that "a Biblical expert might venture," 18 not stating a position that he considered an absolute test
of the Book of Mormon 's historici ty . Sperry, for example,
knew that the Book of Mormon agreed substantially with the
King James Version ofIsaiah (he points out that 199 verses are
word-for-word the same as the old English version), and he was
satisfied that some of the changes made by Joseph Smith in
translati ng the Isaiah texts found support in some other ancient

versions (even if not the best ancient versions). But I doubt that
Sperry would have agreed with Larson's litmus test, for Sperry
was satisfied to view the Nephite scripture as an independent
text, even though it only "fi nds support at times for its unusual
readings in the ancient Greek, Syriac, and Latin versions, and at
other times no support at all."19
Similar observations can be made with respect to Roberts
and Nibley. For example, Roberts does not lock himself into the
position that Joseph Smith purported to give a translation that
corresponded word~for·word with the underlying manuscript.
Rather, Roberts believed that Jesus presented to the Nephites
"great truths in the same forms of expression he had used in
teaching the Jews, so that in substance what he had taught as his
doctrines in Judea he would repeat in America."20 Hence. according to Roberts, when Joseph thought that the words on the
Nephite record and in the King James Bible "in substance. in
thought, ... were alike, he adopted our English translation."21
In connection with the question of the nature of the Book of
Mormon translation, Larson introduces a clai m that has been
heard before, namely that Joseph Smith "often revises biblical
quotations at the very point where the original 1611 [or 17691
edition of the KJV prints the word or words in a different typeface" (p. 130), thus showing Joseph' s dependence on a printed
King James text. This thesis, however, has been drawn in ques-

18 S id ney 8. Sperry. Our Book of Mormon (Salt Lake Ci ty:
8 ookcraft, 1950). 171.
19 Ibid., 177 (emphasis added).
20 8. H. Roberts. Defense of the Faith and the Saints. 2 vo1s. (Salt
Lake City: Deseret News, 1907), I :272 (emphasis added).
21 Ibid. (emphasis added).

METCALFE, ED" NEW APPROACHES (WELCH)

[57

tion.22 In the case of the italicized words in the Sermon on the
Mount, the evidence is inconclusive,23
The main thrust of Larson's argument, however, is that
"coincidental agreement is ruled out [and plagiarism established]
when two documents have the same telltale mistakes" (p, 117,
emphasis added), This statement is true, but only if one can
prove that the translations in question are "mistakes." Larson
fails to do so, as I have argued before.24 In substance, as will
now be further discussed below. both the King James translations and the Book of Mormon readings are not demonstrably
wrong.
The Eight Deadly Errors. Larso n argues that improper
dependence of the Book of Mormon on the KJV is "strong evidence against [the Book of Mormon's] historicity" because the
Book of Mormon "should know nothing of changes and additions to the Sermon on the Mount made in the Old World centuries after the original sermon" (p. 117). As I show in chapter 8
of my book. thi s argument is only as strong as the individual
cases of alleged errors. Specifically. because the difference in
meaning between the variant Greek texts is negligible, one has
little hope of knowing which Greek version was most similar to
the text on the plates that Joseph Smith translated ,25

22 See the review by Royal Skousen, in this volume, pages 122-46.
23 I count [3 italicized words in 12 verses in the 1611 text of
Matthew 5-7, and 36 such words in 28 verses in a typical nineteenth-century Bib[e (1815). There are 105 verses in the Sermon on the Mount. In 69
of those verses, 3 Nephi 12-14 differs from Matthew 5-7. Of those 69
verses where differences are found. 8 verses contain italicized words, but the
differences do not always involve the italicized words. Only 7 italicized
words are different in the Book of Mormon sermon. In most of these cases
the difference is minor and optional with a translator (e.g .. "shall be" for
"is"; "comcth of morc" for "is morc"; "your" for "thinc"), and are the kinds
of differences found throughout. Five of the 28 verses that contain italicized
words are absent from or very differenl in the Book of Monnon lext. In the
remaining 15 of those 28 verses, the Book of Mormon and New Testament
teJl:ts are the same.
24 See Welch. Sermon at the Temple, chapter 8.
25 Some Book of Mormon phrases may not be translated as precisely
as Larson would like. but can they be said to be mistaken, as Larson's historicity test requires? If Joseph Smith had been sli ghtly more precise. he
might have seized an opportunity to show that he was indeed working from
a [ext independent of and slightly different from the early Greek manuscripts
of the Sermon on the Mount. but if both translations are acceptable possibilities, Joseph Smith did not make a mi stake.
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Example J. Larson claims that the phrase "by them of old
time" (tois archaiois), which appears in 3 Nephi 12:27. was not
in the original text of Matthew 5:27 (p. 121; compare Matthew
5:21, 31, 33, 38). Larson has nol shown, however, that a
translator would be wrong to add this phrase for clarity (even if
it were not present in every occurrence of the repealed pattern in
Matthew 5). The ser.se clearly allows the phrase in a translation
of Matthew 5:33. Thus, the presence or absence of "by them of
old time" cannot be used to condemn the Book of Mormon as a
mistranslation. Furthermore, Larson ignores the fact that the
phrase "by them of old time" does not appear in 3 Nephi 12:33,
whereas it does appear in the Greek and in the King James
Version of Matthew 5:33, but this shows that the presence or
absence of this phrase in these verses is not crucially rigid.
Larson' s 1993 study adds one new and interesting claim.
namely that tois archaiois must be translated "to them of old,"
instead of "by them of old." He considers the translation "by
them of old" to be "clearly a mistranslation" (p. 121). But what
Greek scholars would bet their lives on absolutely knowing
what kind of dative appears here. or what the underlying
Aramaic was? While the dative of agent (indicating by whom) in
classical Greek is usually found with passive verbs in the perfect
or pluperfect tense. 26 such is not always the case. Uhimately,
how does one know what kind of dative should be understood
in lois archaiois? The context tells much, and in 3 Nephi 12:27
the sense amply allows a dative of agent.2 7 Furthermore. Larson
has improperly minimized the significance of the fact that the
KJV verb said appears in these sayings as written in the Book of
Mormon. In 3 Nephi, this passage reads "written by them of
old time" as opposed to "written to them of old time." The latter
would make poor sense in English. Moreover, might one not
assume (for the sake of argument) that the word Jesus used for
written was the equivalent of a perfect or pluperfect, and hence
the expression would have contained a genuine dative of agent
like that found in Luke 23: 15 (which Larson gives as a clear
example of a dative of agent)?
Larson discounts the foregoing by claiming that "if one were
to suggest that the Book of Mormon speaks of what was written
26 Herbert W. S myth. Greek Grammar (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1963).343-44.
27 Ignoring for the sake of argument that Hebrew or Aramaic grammar
follows different rules in any even! .
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by people of old and not what was said to them, it merely underscores the impression that the Book of Mormon represents a
reaction to the English KJV text" (p. 121 ). I fail to follow this
logic. II appears that after Larson di scovered what he thought to
be a mi stranslation, he recognized that his point was undennined
by the presence of the word written in 3 Nephi 12:27. Rather
than discard his point as not compelling, he tried to salvage it
with a case of special pleading. By doing thi s. however, Larson
in effect recognizes that with tois archaiois he has not produced a
mistranslation in the Book of Mormon, but simply a case of
mere " reaction" to the English King James text. This, however,
is not what he has promised to deliver. Larson has promised to
deliver mistranslations, telltale mistakes. Example one fails as
such a case.
Example 2. Next, Larson argues that the Book of Mormon
wrongly contains the phrase "cast into hell" rather than "go into
hell" in 3 Nephi 12 :30 (where other, more extensive differences
from Matthew 5:30 also appear). In making this argument,
Larson ignores ev idence from Mark 9:43-45 (w hich I have previously presented) showing that these two phrases were used
"sy nonymously and concurrently" by the earliest Christians.2 8
Larson also ignores the fac t that Matthew Black. a fine New
Testament scholar, prefers the originality of "cast into hell"
because it sound s more natural in the Aramaic.29 Given the
small differences here (which concern only one Greek word,
apelthei or blethei), this example cannot bear much weight-as
Larson seems to acknowledge-but at most "suggests that the
Book of Mormon follows the KJV" (pp. 122-23, emphasis
added).
Example 3. Example 3 concerns the difference between
"measured to you" (which appears in older Matthean texts) and
"measu red to you aga in" (w hich appears in KJV Matthew 7:2
and 3 Nephi 14:2). Larson says that I "downplay the difference
among the variants at Matthew 7:2" (p. 123). He does not say,
however, why 1 find the difference to be negligible. The difference is over the presence or absence of the Greek prefix anti(English again). I believe that "with or without this prefix on the

28 Welch, Sermoll at the Temple, 149.
29 Matthew Black, An Aramaic Approach 10 the Gospels and Acts
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1967), 171, cited in Welch, Sermon allhe Temple,
149.
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verb, the sentence means exactly the same lhing."30 Indeed, the
similarity is such that "this variant was not considered significant

enough to be noted in the United Bible Societies' Greek New
Testament"31
Larson tries to salvage his point by arguing that " it can usually (but not always) be shown what Greek text the Latin,
Syriac, and Coptic versions were based upon" and "i l is often
such fine distinctions that are clues in textual criticism" (p. 123).
But if one were to imagine a world in which no Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament existed, scholars would not
stake their reputations on claiming to know for sure (given the
clear sense of the passage) whether antimetrethesetai or
metrethesetai stood behind an English trans lation that renders
Matthew 7:2 as "measured again." Similarly, one cannot be sure
what Aramaic verb originally was used here or what version of a
Nephite verb stood on the plates of Mormon behind the translation "measured again." In light of the fact that Luke 6:38 contains the word antimetrethesetai ("measured again"), is there any
reason not to believe that early Chri stians used the words
antimetrethesetai and metrethesetai interchangeably? Larson has
not shown that this is one of those cases where one can determine from the translation what the underlying text was, or that
this is one of those "fine distinctions" of textual analysis
(because there is virtually no distinction in meaning here). If no
difference exists, Larson has not proved that 3 Nephi 14:2 is in
error.
Example 4. Example 4 deals with Matthew 5:44. I have
already proposed explanations for the fact that certain o lder
Matthean texts do not contain the lengthier phrases (phrases that
appear in the KJV) found in 3 Nephi 12:44.32 Larson blithely
dismisses my arguments by quipping, "certainly it is possible to
believe almost anything" (p . 124). Larson's view, however,
now requires additional reexamination in light of the fact that
early Hebrew versions of Matthew 5:44 contain the phrase that
Larson rejects, as John Gee points out in his review elsewhere
in this volume.33
In this example 4, one can also see an instance of how
Larson misuses the writings of others. In my book, I deal with
30 Welch, Sermon at the Temple, 155.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., 155-56.
33 See the review by John Gee. in this volume, pages 68- 72.
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Matthew 5:44 as Larson's seventh example (hi s 1986 order).
Finding it to be the first even interesting point (before I knew of
the evidence produced by Gee), I made the following comment:
"For those who might see this point here to be more of a problem for the Book of Mormon than the other cases, one should be
aware that the textual evidence is not as strong in this instance as
it is in the other [Larson] examples."34 Larson turns thi s statement into an "acknowledgment" on my part "that there are 'those
who might see this point here to be more of a problem for the
Book of Mormon' than the other examples" (p. 124). To readers
who have not read my original statement, Larson gives an erroneous impression.
Examples 5-7. These cases concern Matthew 6:4, 6, and 18.
All of these examples concern the same problem, namely the
appearance of the phrase "reward openly" in 3 Nephi and KJV
Matthew. Early MaUhean texts do not contain the adverb. As I
have previously argued, the meaning of these verses is that
"God will openly reward the righteous with treasures in heaven
on the judgment day. "35 In thi s part of the Sermon on the
Mount , Jesus talks about layin g up treasures in heaven. On the
day of final judgment, all secret deeds will be made known, and
the Father will reward all people openly.
As 1 have argued before (and as Larson ignores), the prefix
apo on the word apodidomi already conveys the sense of "out
from"; the openness of the reward is implicit in the verb itself.
Larson cites Clark in support of the texts that drop the word
"openly ," thinking that God's reward will be as quiet and as
secret as the deed itse lf, the reward being an inner feeling of
peace, or so mething si mil ar (p. 125). No evidence suggests,
however, that the hi storical Jesus saw the kingdom, the judgment day, or the rewards of God in such a quiet or soft modem
theological sense.
Example 8. Thi s is the familiar issue of whether the Lord 's
Prayer ended with the word "Amen" or with the longer doxology, "for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory,
ror ever. Amen." Early Matthean texts do not contain the doxology, while KJV Matthew and 3 Nephi do. Larson turns to my
1976 EnSign article about the prayers of Jesus to accuse me of
ci rcu lar logic. The point of that article, however, was entirely
34 Welch, Sermon at the Temple, 156.
35

tbid.
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different, and the article was written to and by people who
accepted the Book of Mormon as evidence of the sayings of
Jesus. Larson also quotes my unpublished and private communication to him in 1985, using it as evidence that I believe that
the fixed form of the doxology probably did not develop until
fifty years after the Gospel of Matthew was written (p. 126).
What I actually said on page 14 of my memo was the following:
Thus Stan, p. 38, in his criticism of Nibley for not
quoting all of Jeremias, appears himself to be guilty of
misquoting Jeremias on Ihis point. One may well argue
that no liberty was taken with the text [by some early
Christians] to add some doxology. although afixed form
(no doubt chosen from among some prevalent options)
may not have emerged until 50 or so years after the
Gospel of Matthew was written (the Didache which
contains doxologies close to the doxology as we know it
and is earlier than any of the texts of Matthew which we
have). Thus, if there was originally some doxology in
the Palestinian prayer, and if the received doxology is a
likely candidate, of what problem is it to believe that
Jesus also added that doxology in Bountiful and that it
got written down that way (even though perhaps the
Palestinians took the ending for granted and did not
record it because it was assumed that everyone would
know to add it or something like it automatically)?
Larson discounts the evidence from the very early Didache
(c. A.D. 100, earlier than any New Testament manuscript)
mainly because it does not conform precisely with the traditional
doxology (p. 151). The doxology in the Didache reads, "For
thine is the power and glory forever." Readers may judge for
themselves whether this is evidence that Jesus may have said
something like the ending of his prayer in 3 Nephi 6: 13.
On page 155, Larson misstates my argument. He claims that
I argue "that the doxology was originally present in Matthew
6: 13" (p. 155). I actually state: "Whether the phrase was origi~
nally present in the text of Matthew cannot be known."36 The
point of my argument was simply that "no one seems to doubt
that Jesus probably pronounced a doxology at the end of his

36 Jbid., 158.
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prayers; the only question is how early such a thing found its
way into the text of the Gospel of Matthew."37
Regarding the longer doxology at the end of the Lord's
Prayer, Larson simply states that he finds my arguments
"u nconvincing." In doing so, however, he does not look beyond
the evidence of the textual variants in the Greek manuscripts. In
my book, I present an alternative theory for consideration,
namely that the longer doxology would be appropriate in a
sacred setting with an inner circle of followers, whereas the
shorter ending (as in the Lucan prayer) is more appropriate in the
open field addressing an "audience of the people" (the crowd,
laos, Luke 7:1). I have offered evidence that in a more sacred
setting, Jews "did not simply answer 'Amen!' How did one
answer? 'Praised be the name of Hi s glorious kingdom forever
and eternally!' "38 Although I have advanced thi s idea only as a
possibility (one that has not occurred to any other New
Testament scholar, as far as I am aware), the suggestion that the
Lord's Prayer or other prayers of Jesus may have ended with
various forms of doxology or closing formulae seems worthy of
consideration.
That's it. That's the sum of Larson's eight examples, his
"secure examples."39 I do not believe he has made his case.
37 Ibid . I wonder if it is true that no manuscript of Matthew ever
omits a word in order to agree with Luke. And while the textual process
may be clearly in the direction of a fuller text once the texts are in place, is
it possible that the oral sayings and traditions were more complicated and
fuller than the first written version. which was then augmented from the oral
tradition? I am willing to leave some of these questions as unresolved and
probably unresolvable.
38 Welch, Sermon at the Temple, 65; see also 157-61.
39 Larson's pages 134-56 are essentially an extended footnote giving
the reasons why New Testament scholars have concluded, in Larson's eight
cases. which is the better reading. While it is helpful for general readers 10
have this explanation of the information from the textual apparatus, focusing on this data misses the point. No one doubts that any of the eight textual examples have very strong su pport in the earliest manuscripts. The
question is, what conclusions can one draw from this evidence? I generally
point out the insignificance in meaning of these textual differences, but 1do
not challenge their strength in the earliest Greek manuscripts. The fact that
Larson misunderstands this point is illustrated on page 141. where he
objects to the fact Ihal I find the difference between "measure" and "measure
again" not significant enough 10 have been included in the United Bible
Societies' Greek New Testament. Larson's response is that they were not
included because they were so absolutely certain. My point, however, goes
beyond that issue and asks what the words mean.
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Based on these slender threads (and three more cases which he
has jettisoned).40 he previously concluded that
All of these considerations force one to place the
origin of the BOM account of the sermon on the mount
on the historical time-line somewhere after 1769 and before 1830 when the BOM was published ... th at the
BOM text of the sermon on the mount is not a genuine
translation from an ancient language, but rather Joseph
Smith's nineteenth century targumic expansion of the
English KJV lext, ... [that] the BOM blindly follows
the KJV at the precise point where the KJV falls into
error due to mistranslating the Greek or translating late
and derivative Greek texts. 41
His 1993 conclusion is si milar: "The Book of Mormon
account of Jesus' sermon in 3 Nepbi 12- 14 originated in tbe
nineteentb century, derived from unacknowledged plagiarism of
the KJV" (p. 132). But Larson has shown no instance of mistranslation. In addition, his terms "late and derivative" overstate
his case, because even the weaker variants at issue did not first
spring into existence in 1769 or so late as Larson implies.
Th e Fly in Larson's Ointment. One of my favorite textual
points in the Sermon on the Mo unt remain s the absence in
40 The three examples dropped by Larson are his (I) his old example 3
from Matthew 6: I (see the argument that the Sem itic words for
" righteousness" and "almsgiving" are almost identical, in my Sermon ar the
Temple. ISO); (2) his old example 4 from Mallhew 6:5. about the use of
"you" (plural and singular; see my previous arguments about the appropriateness of eilher in Sermon at the Temple, lSI -53); and (3) his old example
5 from Matthew 6: 12, about the difference between the present tense and the
aorist tense of the verb "to forgive" (here is another case where it is impossible to tell from the English translation what the ori ginal Greek or Aramaic
was; Sermon at the Temple, 153-55). Larson gives no reason why he drops
these three cases. Apparently they met his textual criteria for incl usion, but
in fact were meaningless differences. If he dropped them on that ground, I
view that as an important concession that meaning in fact matters. But, on
that ground, one must question his retention of all of his examples, except
perhaps the longer ending of the Lord's Prayer, which I believe can be adequately explained on other grounds.
Larson's twelfth example, dropped in 1986, came from Matthew 5:32,
where the texts variously read "each who," "he who," "whoever," and
"whosoever," all of which arc virtually synomymous. Compare also
3 Nerhi 14:24 "whoso," and Matthew 7:24 "whosoever."
I Larson, 'The Sermon on the Mount," 42-43.
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3 Nephi 12:22 of the KJV Mauhew phrase "without a cause."
On this occasion, one encounters quite strong textual evidence
that the Book of Mormon contains the same reading that New
Testament scholars believe represents the original saying of
Jesus. 42
Larson, however, is too stingy to count this point for anything. Certainly, it counts for something. He claims that this
example does not meet the criteria used to select his eight examples, but one wonders if he has designed his criteria specifically
to exclude this otherwise very close case. Larson's criteria
require that for a Greek reading to be secure, it must be included
without brackets in his list of ten printed New Testament editions. 43 In addition, the reading "must also have support from
the earliest and best Greek manuscripts, from each of the three
earliest translations, and from a pre-Nicean patristic writer" (p.
120). Larson narrows the criteria further by accepting as "the
earliest and best Greek manuscripts" only those readings found
in Papyrus 64; the two oldest uncial codices of the fourth century; Family I of the minuscules (lOth to 14th centuries); and in
the Latin, Syriac, and Coptic New Testaments.
Larson does not adequately explain why his criteria should
be absolutely defined in this way. This point is important
because Larson's criteria lead him to exclude Matthew 5:22 as a
secure reading. Larson excludes Matthew 5:22 because (I) one
of his ten editions (Augustinius Merk) puts "without a cause" in
brackets in the text, although Larson acknowledges that Merk
retains it in the text and that the nine others include it without
brackets; and (2) it has no support from Family I (the medieval
minuscules) or (3) from a Syriac or Coptic translation.
Notwithstanding Larson's criteria, there is plenty of evidence for the omission of "without a cause" (as I have set forth
in my book) from numerous texts. These include the earliest
New Testament manuscript, P64;44 the two oldest uncials; the
42 I discuss this in Sermon at the Temple, 161-63.
43 In 1986 Larson accepted eleven New Testament editions. He does
not explain why he dropped down to ten in 1993, but this shows that his
criteria are fluid enough to include or exclude one here or one there.
Obviously. there is a risk. of manipulating such criteria to produce a desired
result.
44 I apologize if anyone was confused by my mentioning both P64
and P67 in my book.. These sigla refer, as Larson rightly points out, to two
fragments of the same manuscript: P64 is relevant 10 Matthew 5:25. and
P67 to Matthew 5:22.
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Latin Vulgate (with Jerome's testimony that the phrase was not
found in the earliest manuscripts known to him); many other
early Latin and Greek Christian writers; the Elhiopic texts; the
Gospel of the Nazarenes; and other early tcxtS. 45
I have not checked the original in the Syriac or the Coptic,
but the apparatus in the United Bible Societies' edition only
mentions two of the Coptic versions, and it would be interesting
to know more about this particular text in each of its ancient appearances. For the time being. however, I do not understand
how anyone can say that the agreement between 3 Nephi 12:22
and the earliest manuscripts of the New Testament does not meet
sufficient criteria of authenticity, that this is not a sign ificant case
of the Book of Mormon agreeing with the better Greek traditions
while disagreeing with the KJV, and that this case is therefore
worth nothing.
Moreover, Larson's criteria change over time. For example,
in 1986, Larson stated his criteria somewhat differently: "In each
of these cases where there is unanimity among the modem editors, this critical text is always supported by the best Greek
MSS-by the A.D. 200 P64 (where it is extant) and by at least
the two oldest uncials, as well some minuscules. In each case it
also has some Latin, Syriac, Coptic, and early patristic support."46 Now he insists that those minuscules must come exclusively from Family I. I wonder, however, why other late Greek
manuscripts are not acceptable and whether the word "some"
cannot be satisfied in this case by Jerome's Latin and the preponderance of early patristic support (including papyrus 2174).
I do not argue that the textual case for Matthew 5:22 is absolutely certain, but then I do not believe that many textual questions can be absolutely settled. Still, the Book of Mormon version of Matthew 5:22 is close enough to merit careful considera45 Larson complains that I misrepresent the age of the Greek textual
witnesses for Matthew 5:44 and claims that the word "early" cannot apply to
a fifth-century Greek text (p. 143). For Larson, a manuscript is "earl y" if it
is from the fourth century, but not from the fifth century. But the world of
New TeSlament lelltual criticism is nOI so black and white as Larson's
approach presumes. A similar point can be made with respect to Larson's
unwillingne~s to admit that the case for Matthew 5:44 is "not as strong" as
his other examples, which is aliI had claimed. While I am well aware of the
arguments advanced by Larson regarding Matthew 5:44, I continue to feel
that the ev idence for Matthew 5:44 in Bezae Cantabrigiensis (D) is worth
something.
46 Larson, "The Sermon on the Mount," 43.
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tion. It would probably be among the first examples to be
included as secure readings if Larson's criteria were expanded
only slightly.
In the end, ironically, while Larson considers Matthew 5:22
to be "a genu inely ambiguous case," he rightly leans "on balance
. .. to the opin ion that eike 'without a cause' was not originally
at Matthew 5:22." (p. 128. emphasis added). Thus Larson and I
agree that the omission of "without a cause" in the Book of
Mormon conforms with the most likely reading of the original
version of Matthew. as far as textual criticism can determine.
Having admitted this. however, Larson sti ll gives the Book of
Mormon no credit for containing this reading.
Rather than give the Book of Mormon due credit, Larson
turns to another argument. namely that some biblical scholars
knew of the absence of eike before 1830. The implication is that
Joseph Smith may have learned this omission from sources
around him (although Larson is correct to admit that "not too
much significance should be attached to this agreement,"
because then one would have to admit that Joseph Smith could
have equally known the other textual differences that he does not
fo llow). Thus, in the end Larson falls back on the idea that the
omission of "without a cause" from 3 Nephi 12:22 was merely
coincidental. But how can this most glaring omission- the only
instance in the Greek manuscripts where the variants produce a
true difference in meaning-not count as one of those "fine distinctions that are clues in textual criti cism," distinctions upon
which Larson baldly relies elsewhere? Furthermore, how can
Larson so bOldly say that the Book of Mormon "always aligns
itself with the derivative text" and "never agrees with either the
original text or any of the other known variant readings"
(p. 129, emphases in original)?
In conclusion, Larson has delivered Jess than he has
promised. His examples, although textually sound within the
Greek manuscripts, are basically inconsequential to a translator.
As such, they provide little evidence of what was or was not on
the plates of Mormon. Larson's eight examples are selected on
the basis of specially designed criteria that produce the desired
result. Larson ignores examples that work against his thesis,
such as Matthew 5:22; overlooks places where the Book of
Mormon reflects a possible underlying Hebrew vocabulary or
syntax; and leaves untouched the differences between the
Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount. Larson
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also ignores broader contextual arguments. He looks at 3 Nephi
12-14 in isolation, without recognizing that those chapters are
not blindly or crudely spliced into a coherent temple discourse in
3 Nephi 11- 18.
Larson overstates his conclusions; nevertheless, he has done
his homework well. I believe he bas presented the strongest case
possible against the Book of Mormon based on existing
manuscript evidence of Matthew 5-7. That casc, however, does
not inexorably compel the conclusion that Larson unequivocally
and boldly announces, namely that "the Book of Mormon
account of Jesus' sermon in 3 Nephi 12- 14 originated in the
nineteenth century, derived from unacknowledged plagiarism of
the KJV." If a person wants reasons to reject the Book of
Mormon, Larson has provided some reasons. Using similar
tools and methods and many others as well, one can produce
ample reasons on the other side of the ledger for accepting the
Book of Mormon. I am happy with a draw on this issue. The
historicity of the Book of Mormon, in my opinion, has not been
proved or disproved by Larson's eight examples.

Alma 12-13 and the Epistle to the Hebrews
In chapter six of New Approaches, David Wright argues that
Alma 12-13 relies upon and transforms passages from the New
Testament Epistle to the Hebrews, particularly certain verses
from Hebrews chapters three and seven. From this study, he
concludes that the entire Book of Mormon, in all significan t
respects, was written by Joseph Smith (pp. 165,207). Although
his presentation is more elaborate and more articulate than previous iterations of this approach, Wright' s argument is essentially
not new . It is simply another instance of the standard criticism
that has long been raised, that the Book of Mormon plagiarizes
the Bible by using biblical words and phrases. This approach
has typically assumed that any verbal. textual, sequential, typological, or other similarities between the Book of Mormon and
the New Testament automatically condemn the Book of Mormon
as having no ancient foundation whatever.
Wright's argument adds two new dimensions to this
approach. First, critics in the past have focused most frequently
on the similarities between 3 Nephi 12- 14 and Matthew 5-7,
Ether 12 and Hebrews II , and Moroni 7 and 1 Corinthians 13,
but those Book of Mormon texts come after the appearance of
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Jesus at the temple in Bountiful, and therefore these post-Easter
similarities between the Book of Mormon and the New
Testament can be assumed, on the Book of Mormon's own
terms, to reflect in whole or in part the teachings of Jesus among
those people. Wright now turns to a pre-Easter text in Alma 1213 as the subject of examination. Second, Wright places great
weight on the order in which six elements appear in Alma 13 and
in Hebrews 7. Although these similarities can be explained on
several other grounds (including revelation, dependence on texts
in the brass plates, and the simple word choice of Joseph Smith
as translator), Wright prefers to conclude that his examples
cumulatively produce irrefutable and completely dependable
evidence that Joseph Smith composed not just Alma 12-13, but
the entire Book of Mormon.
As discussed in detail below, I disagree with Wright's conclusions for several reasons: his arguments minimize the importance of Genesi s 14; they overstate the influence of Hebrews on
Alma 12- 13 and fail to give adequate weight to significant differences between these texts; they ignore other explanations for
the phenomena observed; and they overlook and discount an
abundance of biblical phrases in Alma 12- 13 and throughout the
Book of Mormon. From his research, Wright draws conclusions
that need not follow, and in the end leaves too many questions
unanswered, purporting to have explained only a small part of a
complex text.
Wright is not the first to examine the Melchizedek traditions
in Alma 13. My arlicle, entitled "The Melchizedek Material in
Alma 13: 13- 19,"47 covers much of the same ground, works
with virtually the same texts, cites and analyzes almost the same
scholarly literature pertaining to Melchizedek, but reaches a
much different conclusion. Readers who are interested in an
approach to Alma 13 that sees Alma's use and interpretation of
the traditional Melchizedek material in a positive light are encouraged to consider the side of the argument I have presented. 48 In
47 John W. Welch, "The Melchizedek Materia[ in A[ma [3:13-[9," in
John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds., By Study and Also by
Faith: Essays ill HOllor of Hugh W. Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),2:238-72.
48 An earlier version of my :IMiele was presented at a sy mposium at
Brigham Young University in 1975, published informally in 1978 in a col[ection of essays in honor of Hugh Nibley 's 65th birthday and distributed as
a F.A .R.M.S. preliminary report beginning in 1984.
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ii, J discuss, compare, and distinguish Hebrews 7 and Alma
13,49 setting the text of Alma 13 off from a wide variety of theological interpretations given to the traditional Melchizedek material stemming from Genesis 14.
Except on a few occasions where it helps his case, Wright
condemns my approach as "an inadequate solution to the problem because it (I) does not recognize or explain the parallels
between this Alma passage and Hebrews 7: 1--4 nor [2] does it
recognize and explain the other parallels that exist between
Hebrews and Alma 12-13 or [3J Ether 12" (p. 204 n. 82,
brackets added). Before turning to the parallels between
Hebrews and Alma, the failure to account for Hebrews 11 and
Ether 12 can be dismissed as a make-weight. The most that
Wright claims for the dependence of Alma 13: 10-12 on
Hebrews 11 is that the verses in Alma "have a narrative-like
character and speak in summary of past exemplary ancients.
This parallels roughly the narrative-like genre of Hebrews II"
(p. 195). Wright acknowledges the fact that Hebrews II has
nothing to do with priesthood (the essence of Alma 13), but
conveniently explains this difference as an interpretive contribution by Joseph Smith. This logic is flimsy: similarities prove that
Alma relies on Hebrews, and differences prove that Alma is an
interpretation of Hebrews. If similarities prove dependence, how
do differences not prove independence? The pertinence of
Hebrews 11 to Alma 13 seems extremely remote and speculative.
Wright dismisses virtually all of the work on the Book of
Mormon by everyone except Ed Ashment, Marvin Hill, Robert
Hullinger, Tony Hutchinson, Bill Russell, George Smith, Mark
Thomas, and Dan Vogel as unsatisfactory and of little value,
because "much of this work has been highly speculative" (p.
165 n. 2). Admittedly, some Book of Mormon research, but
certainly not all, has been exploratory and tentative, and where
such studies attempt to develop new ideas and explore new
avenues of inquiry, their authors have tried (we hope successfully) to acknowledge the cautious nature of that work. It is
unbecoming, however, for Wright to be so jaundiced about
speculation. Readers may judge for themselves the many crucial
points at which Wright's own work is highly specUlative and

49 Welch, "Melchizedek Materials," 250-51.
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prejudicially limited by certain assumptions and explanations he
is willing to adopt.
The Importance o/Genesis 14. Wright claims to have found
"six . . . elements or motifs of Hebrews 7: 1-4 [that] appear in
the same order" in Alma 13:17-19 (p. 171, emphasis in original ). They are: (I) "this Melchizedek," (2) "king," (3) "Salem,"
(4) "priest," (5) "fat her," and (6) "great." The first four of these
elements come directly from Genesis 14: 18: "And Melchizedek
king of Salem brought forth bread and wine: and he was the
priest of the most high God ." One may assume that Alma knew
some version of thi s text from the brass plates. Alma 13: 17-18
reads: "Now thi s Melchizedek was a king over the land of
Salem, ... having exercised mighty faith, and received the
office of the high priesthood according to the holy order of God .
. . . And Melchizedek did establish peace in the land in his days;
therefore he was called the prince of peace, for he was the king
of Salem." I have discussed elsewhere the relationships between
Genesis 14 and Alma 13.50 Wri ght supplies hi s readers with
over ten pages of parallel columns, in seven parts, relating biblical texts to Alma 12-13. Although in one column he compares
Hebrews 7 to Genesis 14, one must wonder why he does not
provide a column showin g the parallels between Genesis 14 and
Alma 13, for it accounts for over half of his six key elements.
Wright discounts the sig nificance of Genesis 14 (which
clearly contain s points two, three, and four of his six) because
Alma 13 and Hebrews 7 both mention the name Melchizedek
with the demonstrative "this," and because Genesis 14 also lacks
points five and six on Wright' s list (on which more later). The
presence of the phrase " now this Melchizedek" in both Alma
13: 17 and Hebrews 7: 1 should not, however, eliminate Genesis
14 from the discussion of Alma 13. "Now this" is a common
Old Testament expression (e.g., Genesis 29:34; Exodus 29:38;
Judges 20:9; Ruth 4:7; I Samuel 25:27; Ezra 7: II; Isaiah 47:8;
5 1:2 1), and it appears frequently in the Book of Mormon (e.g.,
Jacob 7:22; Mosiah 25:20; 28: 18; Alma 1:23, 25; 2:2-3, 8; 4: 17;
14: 16; 25:8; 30: 19). Indeed, Alma 2:2 combines this expression
with a proper name, "Now this Amlici." Accordingly, this idiom
need not point exclusively to Hebrews 7. Moreover, the phrase
"thi s Melchizedek" is harmonious with the rhetoric of Alma 13
and is a natural occurrence following the two references to
50 Ibid., 243-47.
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Melchizedek in Alma 13: 14 and 15, along with several emphatic
expressions using the word "rhis," such as "high priest after this
same order" (Alma 13: 14), and "it was this same Melchizedek"

(Alma 13: 15). One of the hallmarks of the so-called new
approach

(0

the Book of Mormon is the use of tools of rhetorical

analysis; but in this regard rhetorical analysis works against
Wright's hypothesis by reducing significantly the weight that
can be placed on the word "this" in Alma 13: 17. In Ihis case,

rhetorical analysis of point one in Alma 13 need not lead us to
Hebrews 7 in place of Genesis 14.

Consider also the significance of the order of Wright's six
points. The order is the result of selectively excluding much
material, which the reader can readily find in Alma 13: 17~ 19.
Moreover, when the order of other elements is inconsistent with
the Hebrews hypothesis, can that discrepancy be so easily
ignored? (For example, see pp. 215~16, where the order in
which tithing and the eternal nature of Melchizcdek's priesthood
are mentioned in Alma 13 does not conform with the order of
Hebrews 7.) Thus, the order of these six elements may be much
less significant than Wright concludes.
To the contrary, the order of other elements may point
toward Genesis 14 as Alma's base text. The establishment of
peace by Melchizedek (Alma 13:18) corresponds in Genesis
14: 19~20 with the order of Melchizedek's blessing to Abraham,
praising God for delivering Abraham from his enemies; and the
magnanimous division of the spoils in Genesis 14:21~24 may
well have contributed to Alma's observation that, although many
were before and many were after Melchizedek, none were
greater.
Wright's second point sees "king of Salem" (Genesis 14: 18;
Hebrews 7: I) corresponding with "a king over the land of
Salem" (Alma 13: 17), but since Genesis and Hebrews are identical here, Alma's words may have come from Genesis as easily
as from Hebrews, and Alma is not identical to either. Moreover,
Wright accepts my suggestion that the phrase "high God" may
have been related in Alma's mind to the "high priesthood" mentioned frequently in Alma 13, but Wright uses this only as an
example of free association, and scarcely acknowledges that the
phrase "high God" comes only from Genesis 14, and is not
mentioned in Hebrews 7 (p. 174). Thus, Genesis 14 explains
more of Alma 13 than does Hebrews 7; Genesis 14 is morc
important than Wright leads one to believe.
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The Alleged Influ ence of Hebrews on Alma J3. While
underemphasizing the importance of Genesis 14, Wright overstates the alleged influence of Hebrews 7 on Alma 13. In many
ways, Alma 13 is an independent text. For example, as mentioned above, the phrase "priest of the most high God" (Genesis
14: 18; Hebrews 7: I) never appears in Alma 13. This reduces the
significance of the alleged order in which Melchizedek's priesthood is mentioned in Alma 13 (a chapter which contains many
references to that priesthood), and also points out one of many
differences between these texts.
Similarly, Hebrews 7 describes Melchizedek as being without "beginning of days, nor end of life," whereas Alma 13:7
describes hi s priesthood as "w ithout beginning of days or end of
years." The words "end of years" appear in Daniel 11 :6. This
phrase, like others here, such as those dealing with "beginning"
and "end" and "from eternity to all eternity" (Alma 13:7) are
common in the scriptures and can be identified with the aid of a
computer. 51 In other words, phrases like these in Alma 13 that
are crucial to parts of Wright's arguments are not exclusive to
Hebrews, and some of them are not found there at all. Thus, one
should not overstate the possible influence of Hebrews 7 on
Alma 13.
Wright 's fourth point derives from a remark about the
meaning of Melchizedek's name or title. The differences here
between Hebrews 7 and Alma 13 also deserve more attention.
Wright admits that "King of righteousness" and the word
"righteousness" do not appear in Alma 13: 17-19, whereas this
is the interpretation of the name Melchizedek given in Hebrews
7. If Joseph Smith were simply free associating with the text of
Hebrews 7, it is quite surprising in a text devoted so extensively
to perfection and righteousness that he would not have utilized
the point. Wright makes a valid observation that the phrase
"Prince of Peace" is found in Isaiah, as well as in Alma 13, but
it bears reminding that the phrase "Prince of Peace" is not found
in Hebrews 7. And indeed, Alma had the text of Isaiah 9:6, and
so Ihi s expression would have been known to Alma, who could
well have introduced it into the Melchizedek pericope. For, after
ali, the point of Alma 13: 16 is that the priesthood ordinances
51 "Beginning" and "end" are combi ned in Deuteronomy 11 : 12;
Ecclesiastes 3: II ; Isaiah 46: 10; Alma 11:39; 3 Nephi 9: 18; "beginning" and
"days" in 2 Samuel 21:9; Moses 1:3; and "eternity to all eternity" in
Mosiah 3:5; Moroni 8:18; Moses 6:67; 7:29; 7:31.
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were performed in a manner such that "the people might look
forward on the Son of God"; hence, for Alma to utilize a
Messianic phrase from Isaiah in connection with Melchizedek
only two verses later fits the rhetorical context of the passage.
Wright's fiflh point is that both texts make mention of
MeJchizedek's father. Here again the differences are significant.
In Hebrews 7, the main argument is that the Melchizedek
Priesthood is superior to the Levitical Priesthood. Rights to the
Levitical Priesthood were inherited by birth into the tribe of
Levi, but Melchizedek lived before the times of Levi and Moses,
and, accordingly, numerous commentators, both ancient and
modem, have noted the salient fact that Melchizedek is the only
priest mentioned in the Old Testament whose lineage is not
given. When Alma (after considerable discussion of the wickedness of the ancient people) mentions Melchizedek's faith, the
high priesthood, the holy order of God, the preaching of repentance, repentance causing peace, and Melchizedek's having been
a prince who reigned under his father, need we associate this
with Hebrews 7:3. "without father. without molher"? Since one
can reasonably assume that Alma knew that the Genesis account
did not mention Melchizedek's parentage and wished to use
Melchizedek as the prceminent example of the High Priesthood
"after the order of the Son. the Only Begotten of the Father"
(Alma 13:9, emphasis added), what would be more logical for
Alma to state than that this Melchizedek (a type of Christ)
rcigned under his father, just as Christ stands under his Father?
The presence of the ideas of fatherhood and sonship already in
the text of Alma 13:5-9 diminishes the likelihood that the mention of Melchizedek's father in Alma 13:18 was spawned by
some reflex to Hebrews 7:3.
Finally, Wright's sixth point is the mention of Melchizedek's
greatness. Here it is true that Hebrews 7:4 says, "Now consider
how great this man was," but again the question is whether this
would not be a natural concluding comment for Alma to have
made independently. The word "great" is a fairly common word
in any language. and the mysterious importance of Melchizedek
has naturally fascinated Jews and Christians for many centuries,
as I have discussed at some length. 52 The greatness of
Melchizedek was intuitively obvious, for example, to the writers
of the books of Jubilees and 2 Enoch, to the authors of the
52 Welch, "Melchizedek Materials," 247- 54.
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Melchizedek document from Qumran, to Philo, and to several
early Christian sects.
Other Explanations. The question that I would prefer to ask
is whether it is logically plausible that Alma cou ld have drawn
the Melchizedek material in Alma 13 fro m Genesis 14. I believe
that he not onl y could have, but that in doing so, he produced an
interpretation of the traditional Genesis material that harmonized
with the Nephite reli gion and politics of his day such that Alma
13 " bears the hallmarks of an early record ... conceptually and
textually superior to later interpretations. "53 The elements in
Genesis 14 in vite all of the interpretive points used by Alma.
Melchizedek's service to the "Most High God" invites corrunents
abou t "high priesthood" and about Melchizedek's greatness. The
fact that Alma 13 uses the name Abraham instead of Abram does
not preclude the possibility that Alma used Genesis 14, as
Wright argues (p. 178 n. 30). Al ma would have used the name
Abraham in any event; and even if he had not, Joseph Smith
could have translated Abram as Abraham.
The Abundance of Biblical References in Alma 12- 13. There
has never been any doubt that the translation of the Book of
Mormon by Joseph Smith makes frequent and open use of King
James vocabu lary and idioms. Over the years, several Latter-day
Suint writers have suggested good reasons why Joseph Smith
used the commOn reli gious language of his day and why the
Lord would speak to those people "after the manner of their language, that they might come to understanding" (D&C 1:24).
Although lillie is known about the translation process, it seems
to me that Joseph Smit h's English translation was a more
expressive than a mechanically literal rendition, while still correspon ding in some way, poi nt by point, with the ancient record
he was translating; thus he was at liberty to use King James
phraseology if that best communicated the meaning of the underlying record as he understood it.
The question is whether Wright has proved such a concentration of passages from the Epistle to the Hebrews in Alma 1213 that one should conclude that Joseph Smith had the Epistle to
the Hebrews any more concretely in mind than si mply through
his awareness of its expressions or verbal building blocks that
cou ld be used in the translation process. Biblical verbiage pervades not only Alma 12-13 but virtually every chapter in the
53 Ibid., 263.

176

REvIEW OF BooKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

Book of Mormon, but these occurrences arise so randomly that
one cannot imagine Joseph consciously locating and depending

upon these phrases in the Bible as he went along sentence by
sentence. At least 145 phrases in Alma 12-13 have precise parallels to passages that come from all parts of the Bible. 54 Are we

to conclude some special affinity between the Epist le to the
Hebrews and Alma 12-13 when at the same time Alma 12-13
draws on numerous other books of scripture as well? Moreover,
are we to assume that Joseph fJipped back and forth from page
to page in his Bible, first drawing out this, then that, eloquent

turn of phrase? Or is it not more logical to assume that these
phrases were simply a part of his working translation vocabu-

lary?
Although I cannot put my finger on the place in the Loeb
Library's translation of one of the orations of Cicero, I remember reading that translation many years ago and running across a
statement in one of Cicero's writings to the effect that we now
see only through a glass darkly. My interest perked up immediately. Since the rhetoric of Cicero was famous throughout the
Roman Empire for over a century before Paul's time, I wondered if this could be the place where Paul had learned this
idiom, which he uses in 1 Corinthians 13: 12. But 1 looked to the
Latin text in vain. The Latin simply said something to the effect
that human knowledge is incomplete and vague. While the
English translation conveyed the meaning accurately, especially
to someone familiar with the New Testament idiom, it was not a
literal word for word translation of the Latin. I imagine that
something similar may well have taken place as Joseph Smith
translated the Book of Mormon. Phrases such as those used by
Wright to prove his point may be perfectly appropriate translations without necessarily being the kind of translations that he
has assumed.
Treatment of Alma 12 and Hebrews 3. I find Wright's
arguments regarding Hebrews 3 quite bewildering. Never mind

54 John Maddox, with the aid of computers. has identified 145 exact
phrases. four words or longer, that appear in the Bible and also in Alma 1213. This number would greatly increase if phrases were counted that differ
from each other only by one word. These phrases are found in virtually all
books of the Old and New Testaments. Only seven of these 145 biblical expressions are unique to the Epistle to the Hebrews, but often even they differ
from phrases in other parts of the Bible by on ly a word or two. A copy of
Maddox's report is on file at F.A.R.M.S.
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that he acknowledges that "there are significant differences
between the parallel elements in the two works" (p. 178) and can
only conclude that " it seems these motifs were in spired by
Hebrews" (p. 182); he still boldly proceeds with his interpretive
excursions, confident that Joseph Smith used Hebrews 3 to
serve new ends in Alma 12-13. Because this is a new argument.
I will give it more auention.
The key text in Hebrew s 3:7- 11 is, of course, a verbatim
quote from the Septuagint Greek translation of Psalm 95:7-11.
(Reade rs shou ld familiarize themselve s with Psa lm 95.)
Hebrews 3 contains not merely "the motifs of Psalms 95:7-1 I,"
as the heading to Wright's table on page 218 indicates, but the
identi cal text. 55 It speaks of the four main e lements identified
here by Wright: hardening hearts, entering into God's rest,
hearing the voice of God today, and provoking God.
The two main c lements that bear the weight of Wright's
argument that Hebrew s 3 (as opposed to Psalm 95) inspired
Alma 12 are found in the words: ( I) "wherefore (as the Holy
Ghost sayeth)" and (2) "take heed, brethren, lest there be in any
of you an evil heart of unbelief." These words frame the quota·
tion of Psalm 95 in Hebrews 3.
Alma 12:33-35 also contains a quoted tex:t (although a dif·
ferent text from Hebrews 3 and Psalm 95). It happens to be
bracketed by an introductory phrase, "but God did call on men,
in the name of his Son. (this being the plan of redemption which
was laid) saying," and by a conclud ing transition, "and now, my
brethren, behold I say unto you, that if ye will harden your
hearts ye shall not enter into the rest of the Lord" (emphasis
added). But these simil arities between Alma 12 and Hebrews 3
are fa int , at best.
How else does one introduce the quotation of a text
attributed to God except by some reference to deity ? Are we to
overlook the different focus on the Holy Ghost in Hebrews, and
the greater length of the introduction in Alma? The point is, until
one reaches the word "provocation" in Alma 12:36, one would
have no rcason to suspect that Psalm 95 or Hebrew s 3 had any
possible relat ionship with Alma's text. In fact, as I discuss further below, all of the elements in Alma 12 that might point to
Hebrews 3 seem to relate more directly to Numbers 14 than to
55 Just as Wright offers the reader no parallel column between Genesis
14 and Al ma 13, he gives the reader no parallel column between Psalm 95
and Alma 12.
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either Psalm 95 or Hebrews 3. Why, then, should the words
"God call upon men" steer attention to Hebrews 3? And by the
time Hebrews 3 is even potentially in the picture in Alma 12:36,
the place in Alma 12:33 where Joseph' s translation was
allegedly influenced by the reference to the Holy Ghost in
Hebrews 3 is several verses past in Joseph's dictation.
And how else does Alma return to addressing his audience
except by calling them "brethren"? In fa ct, the phrase "now my
brethren" was standard in Nephite rhetoric; it appears 21 times in
the Book of Mormon; over half come from the portion between
Alma 5 and Alma 34. By using this phrase in Alma 12:36, Alma
does not lead us 10 Hebrews 3, but is using an expression common [0 many of his own texts.
Moreover, Alma 12:36 resumptively reiterates the hardening
of hearts, whereas Hebrews 3:12 differently speaks of taking
heed, possessing an evil heart of unbelief, and departing from
the living God. Any connection here is extremely remote.
Since the alleged influences on Alma 12 of the introductory
and concluding elements from Hebrews 3 are so tenuous, one
should tum more attention to Psalm 95. Wright correctly points
out that Alma 12:33-35 does not quote from Psalm 95 (p. 178).
But how can one rule out general influence from Psalm 95, and
not Hebrews 3, when the four key elements in Hebrews 3-4 that
supposedly influenced Alma 12-13 are equally present in Psalm
95? Alma is not quoting Psalm 95 in Alma 12:33-35, but then
he is not quoting Hebrews 3 either. 56
The words attributed to God in Alma 12:33-35 have an
interesting independent structure, with the following elements:
repent
harden not your hearts
mercy
Only Begotten Son
repenteth
hardeneth not his heart
mercy
Only Begotten Son
56 Wright asserts "that Smith is not working with Psalm 95 directly'·
(p. 184 n. 42). but this does not increase the odds that Joseph Smith was
working with Hebrews 3. See the reviews by John A. Tvedtnes and John
Gee, in this volume, pages 8-50, 5 1- 121.
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unto remission of sins
shall enter into my rest
harden his heart and do iniquity
shall not enter into my rest
Nothing here is particularly reminiscent of Psal m 95 or Hebrews
3. There is no mention of li stening today, provocation, temptation, or wilderness.
Actually, another Book of Mormon text, Jacob 1:7, is interestingly close to Psalm 95 .57 Jacob exhorted his people to
" partake of the goodness of God, that they might enter into his
rest, lest by any means he should swear in his wrath they should
nOl enter in, as in the provocation in the days of temptation while
the children o f Israe l were in the wilderness" (Jacob 1:7,
emphasis added). Jacob then goes on to speak of persuading "all
men not to rebel against God, to provoke him to anger" (Jacob
I :8). This text indicates that the Nephites probably knew Psalm
95 and Numbers 14; and if they did, then Alma's allusions in
Alma 12 to the most famous Israel ite rebellion in the wilderness
would be perfectly understandable. Numbers 14 speaks of provoking God, rebelling against the Lord , God 's swearing unto
the people that they will not enter into the land , God 's great
mercy, the people murmuring in the wilderness, and not hearke ning to God's voice but ultimately rising up and repenting,
admitting that they had sinned. Mercy and repentance are
stronger themes in Numbers 14 and Alma 12 than in Hebrews
3-4. This evidence that the Nephites had Psalm 95 along with
the five books of Moses containing an account of the rebellion in
the wilderness in Numbers 14 provides ample explanation for
Alma's use of the words provoke, provocation,58 wrath. etc.
Wright attempts to bol ster his case by arguing that his four
main motifs " have a s imilar numerical concentration" in Alma
12- 13 (p. 18 1). But the idea of hardening one's heart, or being
hard-hearted, is very common in the Book of Mormon and in the
Old Testament (especially in the books of Exodu s and
Deutero nomy), so its occurrence in Alma 12-13 is not distinctive. The idea of entering into God's rest occurs fairly com57 Wright considers this lext "a separate maner," and baldly asserts
that Jacob's words "may also depend on Hebrews" (p. 184 n. 42).
58 A relatively common word in the Old Testament, especially in
Deuteronomy and Jeremiah (texts associated with Lehi 's lime in Jerusalem).
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monly and in various forms in the writings of lacob, Alma,
Helaman. and in 3 Nephi. Wright must stretch to find Alma em·
phasizing "today" as the time for faithfulness in Alma 12- 13, for
neither chapter mentions the word "today" and both of Wright' s

suggested references come at the end of chapter 13, well
removed from the alleged association in cbapter 12 with words
from Hebrews 3 or Psalm 95. By the time Joseph Smith began
dictating the conclusion to this sermon of Alma at the end of
Alma 13. any residual influence of the word "today " from
Hebrews 3 on Alma 12:36 would have long faded out of hi s
awareness or recall.
Besides seeing nothing new in this approach, 1 see no reason
to follow Wright in his tenuous associations of these texts.
Wright 's arguments have the appearance of erudition, but lack
sense and substance.

Erroneous Conclusion and Unanswered Questions.
Although it exceeds the space available in this review to deal
with every paragraph in Wright's article, I have tried to make a
good faith effort to understand the most crucial parts of his evidence and logic. While he attempts to redeem Alma 12- 13 by
praising these chapters as the product of "the creative and reli-

gious genius of Joseph Smilh" (p. 211), [believe thai Alma 1213 makes perfectly good sense as a product of the creative and
inspired genius of Alma the Younger. Wright 's evidence is not
so unequivocal as he is willing to believe. It follows that he
overstates himself when he concludes: These indications " that
Alma 12-13 were written by Joseph Smith" imply "almost without saying" that " the rest of the Book of Mormon was composed
by him" (p. 207).59 Although I find it fascinating to explore new
approaches that probe how Joseph Smith may have understood a
text in the Book of Mormon , or what a passage of scripture
would have meant, especially to a nineteenth-century audience, I
fail to see how it logically follows that, because a text would
have had meaning to Joseph Smith or hi s associates, the text
could not have been the product of some process of translation
of an ancient record.
59 Elsewhere, Wright is more appropriately cautious, as is typical of
hi s better scholarly work: "certainl y other factors helped move Smith to
compose the text in this case. But the problems in Hebrews do seem to have
guided the fonnulation of Alma 12- 1310 some degree, and thus these chaplers constitute something of an exegetical response to Hebrews" (p. 194,
emphasis added).
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I still wonder how the complex and eloquent text of Alma
came into being other than in the manner explained by
Joseph Smith. I have a hard time imagining Joseph Smith dictating this text without extraordinary assistance. Alma 12-13 has
enduring spiritual power. It harbors elements that seem to carry
a cargo of sacred ritual. 60 It meshes logically and developmentally with the surrounding Nephite culture as depicted during the
time of Alma the Younger. It comports with the other sermons
of Alma. It springs up abruptly in the middle of a gripping narrative and then blends naturally and realistically into the complex
web of themes and events that unfold in the book of Alma. To
me, the existence of Alma 12-13 cannot be explained by the
verbal similarities between a few verses in the Epistle to the
Hebrews and a few segments of Alma 12-13. More is going on
here. It is not sufficient to argue that by explaining one part, you
have explained the whole. Such an explanation is partial, perhaps in both senses of the word.
12~ 13

Postscript: Questioning the Ahistorical Approach
The authors of New Approache.~ invite readers to reject the
Book of Mormon as real history. At the same time, the authors
claim that readers can do so and remain faithful Latter-day
Saints. In my mind, this "ahistorical view" raises more questions for a Latter-day Saint than it answers.
The ahistorical view selectively ignores or discounts a great
deal of other evidence. What about the Three and Eight
Witnesses? What about the remarkably well-documented events
of 1829, the short time, and the isolated circumstances under
which the Book of Mormon was translated? Do such things
count for nothing? What about those places where the Book of
Mormon most obviously does read like an ancient text? If one
nineteenth-century feature disproves the book, what does the
existence of one ancient attribute prove? Just because the book
can be read as a nineteenth-century book, what does that prove?
The book call also be read as an ancient book. Indeed, its mission is to speak to all people. Thus the Book of Mormon would

60 See my discussion in Welch, "Melchizedek Malerials." 240-41;
discussed in greater detail in John W. Welch, "The Temple in the Book of
Mormon: The Temples al the Cities of Nephi, Zarahemla. and Bountiful,"
F.A.R.M.S. paper. 1993,57-60.
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contradict its own stated mission if it could not in some sense be
read by all people, anywhere, anytime.
The ahistorical view oversimplifies the Book of Mormon; it
discounts the book's complexity. rf Latter-day Saints reject the
explanations given by Joseph Smith, they must find a better way
to explain the following complexities: records inside of records,

later passages quoting and interpreting earlier passages, loose
ends all tied together, presupposed backgrounds that make
sense, character traits of individuals that are true to life and consistent, and many other features. How did any author keep all of
the historical, geographical, chronological, personal, textual, literary, doctrinal, legal, political, and military strands, plots, and
subplots in his head concurrently in order to dictate the Book of
Monnon without notes or a first draft? Should Lauer-day Saints
ignore or deny such complexity?
Does the ahistorical view make Joseph Smith a liar? Does
that view contradict other scriptures, such as D&C 20 and several other revelations that confirm the antiquity of the record
translated by Joseph Smith?
The ahistorical view is an attempt (sometimes overtly, other
times covertly) to redefine the faith. Who has authority to redefine the faith? In a Lauer-day Saint context, does one give no
thought to channels of revelation or authority to proclaim and
define doctrine? People who advance the ahistorical view see
value in having a diversity of views within the Church, but is
diversity of all kinds always good? Diversity in personality.
culture. roles. talents, and in the use of general principles to
fulfill individual needs is, of course, valuable and appropriate.
Limits exist, however, on the value of diversity. Otherwise, its
champions would become disciples of chaos. Are there many
versions of Monnonism. or is there only one gospel. one faith.
and one Lord?
Is the ahistorical view a misguided voice or a helpful voice?
Does this view pursue "selfish personal interests, such as property. pride, prominence, or power?" Are these the "bleatings of
lost souls who cannot hear the voice of the Shepherd and trot
about trying to find their way without his guidance"?61 Or are
these helpful alternate voices? Not all alternate voices are bad.
"Some alternate voices are those of well-motivated men and
61 Dallin H. Oaks. "Alternate Voices," Ensign 19 (May 1989): 2728.
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women who are merely trying to serve their brothers and sisters
and further the cause of Zion. Their efforts fit within the Lord's
teach ing."62 There is room within the Church for a variety of
effort s and many kinds of talents and works, but above them all
are the categories of good and bad: there are good method s of
reasoning and bad. good works and bad. good voices and bad.
Is the ahistorical view cohes ive? Is this house divided
against itself? Do the assumptions and conclusions of one practitioner of the ahistorical view contradict those of another? Or do
we find here a situation where natural enemies have become
allies only because they are united by a common objective or
against a common foe?63
Is the ahistorical view sel f-contradictory ? Is it logically possible to accept the "contents" of the Book of Mormon , but not
the basic claims of the book itself? What consistently applied
criterion can be found that will allow one to accept the religious
contents of the book without havin g to embrace its historical
claims? Can religion and hi story be separated logically or only
on an ad hoc basis?
Do the people who promote the ahistorical view overstate the
strength of their conclusions, on their own scholarly terms? Do
they overstate the degree of consensus among scholars on the
points that they assert so confidently to be accepted universally
and without doubt?
If good scholars understand the limitations of their own
fields. do the people espousing the ahistorical view of the Book
of Mormon share a sense of scholarly humility? Have we overcome the common problem of pride among academicians who
fi gure th at when they have a little knowledge, they have got
everything figured out?
Since the ahistorical view encourages readers to entertain the
possibility that the Book of Mormon is not historical (a possibility that Nibley, especially, has discussed head-on), does that
view (in order to be balanced) equally encourage people to entertain the possibility that the Book of Mormon is historical ? If not,

62 Ibid. , 27.
63 We see the same phenomeno n among ami-Mormo ns, where arguments by evangelical fundamental iSIs and liberal biblical scholars are marshalled together against the Book of Mormon even though Ihe absolute literalism of Ihe fundamentalists is totally in opposition to Ihe higher crit ical
methods of the liberal scholars.
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is the ahislorical view really as balanced and as neutral as it
claims to be?
Does the ahistoricaI view push scholarly techniques beyond
their limits? Because each tool has its limits, one must wonder if
the critical scholars' conclusions have exceeded the limits of the

tools employed. Furthermore, even where those tools are used
within their normal range of appropriate application, are they
being used correctly?

Does the ahistorical approach view only part of the whole
picture? Ace we being shown enough of each picture and of the
whole picture, or are we being invited to sec only a limited field
of vision and a selected collection of data? How limiting are the

methods and rules of a particular disc ipline or the range of phenomena it has selec ted to examine and to draw conclusions
about?
Is the ahistorical view rational or does it offer only rationalization? Rationalists reject a thing because it doesn't so und
likely. It is counterintuitive. It can't be. Books don ' t come from
angels, virgins don't give birth, people don't walk through seas
on dry ground, people don't walk on water. It 's not rational.
But must religion be entirely rational? Is the physical world
rational? Are earthquakes and traffic accidents rational? Is the
spiritual world rational? In what sense? What does "rational"
mean? Is "rational" just another word for what a given individual
happen s to think is normal ? Is rationality a creation of the
observer, a way in which people impose a variety of order on
their world? Does rationality mean that God cannot act in a way
that is not usual? Or does rationality just mean the ability to
supply a rea'ion?
If rationality si mply means the ability to supply a reason,
then anything can be "reasonable," and, in that sense, the Book
of Mormon is rational. One can give many explanations for or
against it, enough to satisfy a cu rious mind or to imagine why
God would have done something a certain way. Thus, the real
question is not whether a reason can be given, but whether an
individual will choose to accept or reject a given reason.
Ultimately, this issue probably boils down to choice: "choose ye
this day," choose between that which test ifies of Christ and that
which does not (2 Nephi 2:26-27).
Is it appropriate that those who advocate the ahistorical view
have placed a premium on the personal odyssey? What is being
communicated by stories that tell "how I came to reject the Book
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of Mormon"? Is it significant that these authors tum to this mode
of persuasion, even though they purport to be displaying nothing but the cold hard facts? What place does the emotionalism of
a personal odyssey have in a purportedly rational, objective presentation?
What are the motives of these critical scholars? What do they
really want and why? Do they think the Church would be better
off rejecting the Book of Mormon? Can they construct a persuasive case for that claim? Are their tactics unoffensive and candid?
Does the ahistorical view take the easy way out? Is this the
low road of higher criticism? At what point does literary criticism become a road of least resistance that allows a scholar, who
has invested time and effort in learning ancient language skills,
to continue working after coming to believe that the ancient texts
have little or no objectively normative religious content? Does
the critic have a better product to offer? And if the critic's product is equally subject to uncertainty, then where has the "new"
approach taken us?
Has the ahistorical view always yielded desirable results in
biblical studies? Other churches and denominations have gone
down the path of critical studies of the Bible. How has their
journey turned out? Are biblical scholars happy with the directions of critical studies in their own field? Why do many of them
speak of the contemporary irrelevance of their work? Have critical methods left the Bible bankrupt? Have they missed the point
of the biblical record? Have they looked beyond the mark? Have
they strained out the gnat but swallowed a camel?
Personally, I have always found it easier to accept the Book
of Mormon as a nineteenth-century translation of an ancient
record than to argue that it has no significant ancient elements at
all. I have explained elsewhere how I think the English translation process produced "quite a precise translation," sometimes
more literal than other times. and "while being more expressive
than a mechanically literal rendition, still ... corresponded in
some way, point-by-point, with the ancient writing that was
being translated, ... all hough one cannot know in all cases
how close that relationship or connection was."64 Any approach
that rules out the relevance of any ancient backgrounds, settings,
typologies, customs, or audiences will have a harder time
64 Welch. Sermoll at the Temple; see all of chapter 7, especially
pages 140--41 .
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accounting for the Book of Mormon than will an approach that
allows that the text is ancient but was translated in the nineteenth
century for a modern audience. In rejecting these elements, New
Approaches offers us an approach thaI is nO( likely to bear much
fruit, for it simply chops down the whole tree and tears out the
root, hoping that some of the wood may be good for something
else after it has been cut and dried.
Nevertheless, I am grateful to the authors in New
Approaches who have made the effort 10 state their positions and
to present their evidence. Through open discussion we have a
better chance of understanding each other, provided the discus·
sanlS maintain a posture of good will and openness toward each
other and to the subject mailer. I suspect that the essays in this
issue of the Review of Books all the Book of Mormon will not
be the final word on many of these issues, but I would hope Ihal
I have stated my points clearly and unoffensively and that this
will be helpful in raising a few constructive questions, while
putting a few other points to rest. In several of these cases, the
participants have exchanged preliminary research memoranda,
briefs have been filed by both sides, and now both parties have
published reply briefs. At some point the discussants need to
rest their cases and let the members of the jury deliberate. I hope
that the facts are clear enough, the issues are properly framed,
and the weight of the evidence is discernible. In my view, these
"new approaches" to the Book of Mormon are not strong
enough to carry a verdict.

Melodie Moench Charles, "Book of Mormon Christology." Pp. 81-114.

By What (Whose) Standards
Shall We Judge the Text?
A Closer Look at Jesus Christ
in the Book of Mormon
Reviewed by Robert L. Millet
Melodie Moench Charles, in her article on Book of Monnon
Christology, sets forth a "new" approach to the text of the Book
of Mormon. In fact, there is nothing new about her approach or
her conclusions at all, as is the case with each of the articles in
Metcalfe's volume. These are basically old arguments in a new
package. In this review I will consider a selection of Charles's
arguments and respond to each of them.

1
Perhaps it would be well to start with the matter of what
hermeneutical key we will utilize to unlock the text of the Book
of Mormon. Charles insists that we must let the Book of
Mormon text speak for itself (p. 100) and not superimpose our
own twentieth-century belief system upon an ancient record. I
know this concept is quite fashionable these days, that it is politically incorrect for a reader to do other than "let the text speak for
itself." To me, the idea is absolutely meaningless. There is no
such thing as letting a text speak for itself. A text means only
what we bring to it; that is to say, what we bring to a text-Qur
background, our breadth or depth, our point of view, etc.greatly affects what the text says. Some things are probably figurative, others literal. How do we allow them to speak for themselves? It is often the case that an isolated principle or doctrine
makes sense only when compared to, contrasted with, or
explained by another passage. Though an inspired scriptural
passage may convey many things to many different persons with
varying concerns or questions in life, the original writer intended
something by his words. Something specific. A group of
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Baptists, Methodists, Unitarians, and Roman Catholics might sit

down at a table and ponder the meaning of a single scriptural
passage. all the while seeking to let the text speak. for itself. I do
not expect that there would be a consensus on what the passage
intends to convey, even though they all sought to put away their
own theological predilections.
Only a person with a blank slate for a mind could read a text
and then provide an unbiased, unaffected interpretation. And so
for me the issue is not whether we read things into a text or
superimpose a predetermined meaning, but rather what things
are read into a text, which doctrinal guides are used in our quest
to understand what the ancients understood. Thirteen years ago
Melodie Charles set forth her interpretive key: she expressed her
views in an article entitled "The Mormon Christianizing of the
Old Testament."] She there expressed the view that Mormons
tend to read the Old Testament with modern theological eyes,
seek to read Mormonism and all that appertains to it into the Old
Testament. It is that perspective that she now superimposes on
her reading of Jesus Christ in the Book of Mormon.
That 's certainly one approach. Another approach is simply to
recognize that the Restoration consisted of a major revelation to
Joseph the Seer concerning "things which are past" (Mosiah
8:17). It isn't necessary to move into the twentieth century to
assign blame for such an approach to scripture . Let's put it right
smack where it ought to be-in the lap of Joseph Smith the
Prophet. Nothing is more central to his early teachings than
Christ's eternal gospel-the singularly Latter-day Saint perspective that Christian prophets have declared Christian doctrine and
administered Christian ordinances si nce the dawn of time. The
Prophet taught repeatedly that "the gospel has always been the
same; the ordinances to fulfill its requirements, the same, and the
officers to officiate, the same."2 This isn't something Elders
Talmage. McConkie, or Hinckley (referred to in this article)
deduced; rather, the idea is a hallmark of Mormonism, one of the
most important keys to unlocking scripture that God has delivered to a wandering world. If it is not permissible to read modern revelation into the ancient, to make doctrinal inferences about
personalities and events in antiquity as a result of what we know
in the Book of Mormon. the Joseph Smith Translation of the
Melodie Charles. "The Mormon Christianizing of the Old
Testamenl," SunSLOne 516 (November-December 1980): 35-39.
2 TPJS, 264; see also 59--60,168,308.
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Bible, the Doctrine and Covenants. the book of Abraham. as
well as other uncanonized but noteworthy statements of Joseph
Smith and hi s successors-if we cannot draw upon such data.
then we have little or nothing to offer the world in regard to
religious understanding . There need not have been a Restoration
if in fact the Bible is sufficient in itself, needing no interpreta·
tion, clarification, additions, or correction, requiring only that its
readers let the text speak for itself.

II
Melodie Charles contends that the Book of Mormon teachers
and writers had a different view of Christ than we do in the
latter·day Church, For example, she suggests that Abinadi presented a different view of God, inasmuch as his knowledge of
Christ was incomplete (p, 81), Further, she quotes Moroni' s
Title Page for support of her view that there are doctrinal "faults"
in the text of the Book of Mormon (p. 82). Well. that's one
approach. We could conclude that the Nephite ancients just
dido ' t know as much about God and Christ as we do in this
enlightened age. If we "let the text speak for itselr'-which in
thi s case means, I presu me, reading Mosiah 15:1-4 just as it
now stands with no clarifying and interpreting commentarythen we must. Charles avers, recognize the obvious. that
Abinadi was deficient in hi s grasp of the Mess iah, who. by the
way, was the central fi gure in Abinadi's preachment.
Moroni had no intention whatsoever of implying on the Title
Page that the Nephite·Jaredite record is filled with theological
flaws. In fact, when Moroni was discussing thi s in the text
itself. he stated: "And if there be faults they be the faults of man.
But behold," he added in about A.D. 400, with practically the
entire record before him, "we know no fa ult; nevertheless God
knoweth all things; therefore. he that condemneth, let him be
aware lest he shall be in danger of hell fire" (Mormon 8: 17).
On the other hand, we cou ld take the Prophet Joseph
Smith's word for it that the knowledge of God, Christ, ana the
plan of salvation was had from the beginning. In doing so we
would assume that Abinadi's message is not simplistic and
trinitarian at all , but instead one of the deepest and most profound doctrinal pronounceme nts in all our literature, one requiring much pondering, reflection, and scriptural comparison. It is
a correct statement of the Incarnation , of the condescension of
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the Great God, a brief but far-reaching glimpse into how spirit
and flesh, Father and Son, God and man-are blended wondrously in one being, Jesus Christ. This statement by Abinadi
has very little to do with the Godhead-specifically with Elohim
and Jehovah. It has very much to do with the person and powers
of Christ. It is a statement of how his divinity is melded with his
humanity to make redemption of the human family available.
If letting the text speak for itself means no more than interpreting a passage according to a brief, superficial glance, acquiring a flash of insight as to the meaning-reading and interpreting
the passage in an isolated context, independent of all other
scripture or prophetic commentary-then I confess that there are
very few doctrinal matters in all the standard works that have
much to say to me. The greatest commentary on scripture is
scripture. Joseph Smith meant what he said when he observed
that "the things of God are of deep import; and time, and experience, and careful and ponderous and solemn thoughts can only
find them out."3 I presume that the nature of God and the ministry of his Only Begonen would fall into the category of "the
things of God."
Having stated that "People in the Book of Mormon taught
that during his earthly mission in Palestine Jesus would have a
mortal body subject to temptation, pain, hunger, thirst. fatigue,
sorrow, grief, suffering, and death," Charles then makes the
following peculiar remark: "However, Book of Mormon people
did not necessarily believe that this meant he actually was mortal
during his ministry on earth" (p. 84). We learn, therefore, that
the Book of Mormon people taught tbat Christ would be mortal.
And yet they did not necessarily believe he was mortal! That
Christ would minister in "great glory," that he would "come
down with power," and that he was considered to be God (see
scriptural references on pp. 84-85) in no way detract from the
reality that Jesus would come to earth and take a "tabernacle of
clay" (Mosiah 3:5), that he would be mortal. In order for one to
die, he has to be mortal! In fact, and here is the irony of
Charles's position-Abinadi's sermon in Mosiab 15: 1-4 is
simply a commentary on Mosiah 14 or Isaiah 53, how it was
that the great Jehovah would leave his tbrone divine and become
the suffering servant, subject to the throes and pulls of mortality.

3

Ibid., 137.
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III
Charles writes: "Book of Mormon people asserted that the
Father and Christ (and Ihe Holy Ghost) were one God" (p. 96).
Further, "The Book of Mormon often makes no distinction
between Christ and God the Father . ... The Book of Mormon
melds together the identity and function of Christ and God.
Because Book of Mormon authors saw Christ and his Father as
one God who manifested himself in different ways, it made no
difference whether they called their God the Father of the Son"
(pp. 98-99). Well, that's one approach. We can thus conclude.
if we do accept the historicity of the text and the messages
therein, that the Book of Mormon prophet-writers were lacking
in understanding and thus yielded to the rule of parsimony and
devised one grand God. Or, if we have trouble accepting the fact
that these passages are indeed ancient, we might conclude, as
some have, that Joseph Smith's own nineteenth-century trinitarian leanings are thus reflected in the God of the Book of
Mormon.
There is another way. It is more complex and demands more
mental effort. The Book of Mormon is a Christ-centered book.
God the Eternal Father, the being Latter-day Saints know as
Elohim or our Father in Heaven, was known to the Nephites (I
Neph i 10:4; Mosiah 2:34), prayed to (2 Nephi 32:9; 3 Nephi
18: 19-20; Mormon 9:27), and worshiped in the name of the Son
(2 Nephi 25: 16; Jacob 4:4-5). It is hard to imagine when Nephi
recorded that he heard the voice of the Father and then the voice
of the Son and then the voice of the Father again (2 Nephi
31:11-12,14-15) that he was trying 10 convey anything other
than that the two Gods were separate and distinct. Just because
Jesus is the main character of the story, we need not leap to
interpretive ex tremes and conclude that the Nephites knew no
God above Christ.
And yet, Jesus Christ takes center stage in the Book of
Mormon. The book has been written to testify, not only of his
Messiahship, but that he is the Eternal God (Title Page; 2 Nephi
26: 12). Though there is a Being who is the Father of the Savior,
it is Christ himself who is generally referred to as God in the
Book of Mormon. Though it is true that Christ receives power
from his Father (Mosiah 15:2-3; Helaman 5: 10-11; Mormon
7:5), and lhat Christ's atonement reconciles us to the Father (2
Nephi 25:23; Alma 12:33-34; Moroni 7:22, 26-27), yet it is
Christ who is God in the Book of Mormon.
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Charles's effort to focus attention on the number of times the
Godhead is referred to in the singular ("the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Ghost, which is one Gotf'-2 Nephi 31 :2 1, e mphasis
added; sec also Alma 11 :44; Mormon 7:7) as an evidence of a
"co mmon trinitarian formula" (pp. 96-97) is mi sleading. It is
true that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are onc in
mind and power and glory. Indeed. they are infini tely more onc
than they are separate ; they just happen to be separate personages. But the Book of Mormon is a Christ-centered volume. onc
bent on testifying of the majesty and the Godhood of Christ.
Paul explained that "i t pleased the Father that in [Christ] should
all fulness dwell," and that "in [Christ} dwelletli all the fulness
of tlie Godhead bodily" (Colossians I: 19; 2:9; emphasis added).
That is to say, the members of the Godhead are one; the mind
and power and glory of the Father and the Holy Ghost dwell in
Christ, so that it is perfectly appropriate to say that the Master's
decisions, hi s judgments, his words are the decisions, judg·
ments, and words of all members of the Godhead. And so it is
that in some places in scri pture the three members of the
Godhead are referred to as "o ne God." Alma 11 :44 is an
interesting case in point. Here Amulek speaks of the resurrection
and judgment. We already know from other places in the Book
of Mormo n that Christ, the Holy One of Israel , is the judge ( I
Nephi 22:21; 2 Nephi 9: 15, 41; Mosiah 3:18; 3 Nephi 27:16).
Amulek explains that men and women "shall be brought and be
arraigned before the bar of Christ the Son. and God the Father,
and the Holy Spirit. which is one Eternal God. to be judged
according to their works. whether they be good or whether they
be evil." To say this another way. all men and women shall be
arraigned before Christ. who shall render the judgment of the
Father. Son. and Holy Ghost.
Similarly. the Ri sen Lord gave instructions to the Nephites
to baptize in his name: "Whoso repenteth of hi s sins through
your words, and desiret h to be baptized in my name, on this
wise shall ye baptize them-Behold, ye shall go down and stand
in the water. and in my Tlame shall ye baptize them." And now
note the words they were to speak as they perfo rmed the ordi·
nance in Christ's name: "Having authority given me of Jesus
Chri st. I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the SOli,
and of the Holy Ghost. Amen" (3 Nephi 11 :23, 25). That is, 10
baptize in the name of Christ was to baptize in the name of the
Godhead-in the name of the Father, the Son. and the Holy
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Ghost. In writing of the Light of Christ, Parley P. Pratt
observed: "Its inspiration constitutes instinct in animal life, reason in man, vision in the Prophets, and is contillually flowing
from the Godhead throughout all his creations."4

IV
Melodie Charles provides a chart which allows a comparison
between a number of passages in the 1830 and 1837 editions of
the Book of Mormon. She seeks to point up those times where
Joseph Smith in the second edition (1837) sought to "remove the
overlap and blending of the roles of God the Father, the God of
humankind, and his Son, Je sus Christ, who atoned for
humankind 's sins" (p. 107). If in fact the Prophet did seek to
make such changes in the second edition for the reason stated by
Charles, she and her conclusions arc the best example I can
think of for doing so! The very fact that people would become
confused on the matter would be reason enough to alter the text
slightly without doing violence to the overriding principle that
Jesus Christ is both God and Son of God.
For that matter, what Charles did not bother to point out was
how the phrase "Son of God" is found in other places in 1
Nephi, as recorded in the /in)! edition, passages unchanged by
the Prophet. In chapter ten Nephi explained that his father Lehi
had received power from God because of his ''faith on the SOli
of God-and th e Son of God was the Me ssiah who should
come" (1830 ed., p. 23, emphasis added; cf. 1 Nephi 10:17).
"Blessed art thou Nephi," the Spirit later exulted, "becau se thou
believest in the SOli of the Most High God." The Spirit continued: "After thou hast beheld the tree which bore the fruit which
thy father tasted, thou shalt also behold a man descending out of
Heaven, and him shall ye witness; and after that ye have witnessed him, ye shall bear record thaI it is the Son of Gael' (1830
ed., p. 24, emphasis added; cf. I Nephi 11:6, 7). Also note:
"And after that he had said these words, he said unto me, look!
And 1 looked, and I beheld the Son of God going forth among
the children of men; and I saw many fall down at his feet and
worship him" (1830 ed., p. 25, emphasis added; cf. I Nephi

4 Parley P. Pratt. Key 10 the Science of Theology, 9th ed. (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1965),47 (emphasis added).
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11:24; for other examples, see 1830 ed., pp. 104, 105; cf. 2
Nephi25:16,19).

v
The author appears to be operating under what I consider to
be a flawed historical and theological assumption. She accepts
fully (as many seem to do) that Joseph Smith's pre-1835 teachings differ markedly from his teachings toward the end of his
ministry.5 She offers two illustrations: Joseph Smith's reference
to the appearance of one personage only-"the Lord"-in his
1832 account of the First Vision, and the reference to on ly two
personages in the Godhead in the Lectures on Faith. A careful
reading of the 1832 account of the First Vision leads me to the
conclusion that the thrust of this early account was not who
appeared but rather the Lord's message to him. In addition, it is
worth noting that in his 1835 account one Personage appeared
and then another followed. Though spoken many years after the
First Vision, it is interesting to note the following statement from
Elder John Taylor: "The Lord appeared unto Joseph Smith, both
the Father and the Son. "6
As to the nature of the Godhead in the Lectures on Faith, one
needs only read a bit more carefully. Lecture 5 begins with the
announcement that "There are two personages who constitute the
great, matchless, governing, and supreme power over all things .
. . . They are the Father and the Son." The Father and the Son
are indeed the central members of the heavenly hierarchy, but as
the lecture later points out, the Holy Spirit is also a vital part of
this eternal presidency. Soon thereafter we read of Christ possessing "the same mind with the Father, which mind is the Holy
Spirit, that bears record of the Father and the Son, and these
three are one; or, in other words, these three constitute the great,
matchless, governing and supreme power over all things; by
whom all things were created and made, and these three constitute the Godhead, and are one."7
It is true, as Charles and others have pointed out, that
Lecture 5 does not refer to the Holy Spirit as a personage. I
believe this is because the lecture sought to convey the fact that
5 See Thomas Alexander's thesis in ·"The Reconstruction of Mormon
Doctrine," Sunstone 5/4 (July-August 1980): 24-33.
6 JD 21 :65 (emphasis added).
7 Lectures on Faith 5:2 (emphasis added).
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the two supreme members of the Godhead, the Father and the
Son, are corporeal personages. 8 One of the earliest references to
the personage statu s of the Holy Spirit in the documents now
available to us is from a sermon delivered by Joseph Smith in
March of 1841.9 Other statements to this effect followed in April
and June of 1843.10 The difficulty here is heightened by the fact
that there is no effort in the lecture to distinguish between what
we would call the Light of Christ and the Holy Ghost. The lecture simply speaks of the powers or junclion (rather than the
personage) of the Holy Spirit as the "mind of God," the means
by which the Father and Son are one in thought. "It is true,"
stated President Charles W. Penrose, "that the Holy Spirit conveys the mind of God; that is, I am speaking now of this universal spirit which is the life and the light of all things, which is in
and through and round about all things, and God says he made
the world by the power of that spirit. That is his agent; but the
personage, the Comforter, which Jesus Christ said he would
se nd when he went away, that was a personage of the
Trinity."11 Elder Bruce R. McConkie likewise wrote that the
Savior "possesses the same mind with the Father, knowing and
believing and speak ing and doing as though he were the Father.
This mind is theirs by the power of the Holy Ghost. That is, the
Holy Ghost, who is a personage of spiri t (a spirit man!), using
the light of Christ, can give the same mind to all men, whether
mortal or immortal."12
Though it is true that much of what we know as Latter-day
Saints concerning the plan of salvation came in gradual, lineupon-line fashion, we need not surrender to a purely Hegelian or
linear view of history, to the traditional idea that everything after
1835 represents a clearer, more well-defined presentation of a
given principle or doctrine. The fact is, some things were known
by Joseph Smith clearly in the early days of the Restoration. The
8 I have dealt with this in detail in "The Supreme Power Over All
Things," in Larry E. Dahl and Charles D. Tale, Jr., eds., The Lectures on
Faith in Historical Perspective (Provo: Brigham Young University,
Religious Studies Center, 1990),221-40.
1}
Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook. comp., The Words of
Joseph Smith (Provo: Brigham Young University, Religious Studies
Center, 1980),64.
10 Ibid., 173,2 14.
11 Conference Report. April 1921 , 16.
12 Bruce R. McConkie, A New Witness for the Articles of Faith (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985),75.
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Prophet knew of the coming of Elijah to reveal the sealing
authority as early as 1823 (D&C 2). He knew of the principles
of eternal and plural marriage as early as 1831, and seems to
have been teaching selected Saints, such as W. W. Phelps, of
the same as early as 1835. He understood from the Vision (D&C

76), given in February of 1832, that men and women could
eventually become as God is, a doctrine about which he would
discourse at great length at Nauvoo. And so on. It is not always
the ca'ie that deeper and more profound ideas come later in time.
Some things are known very early.

The facl that the Prophet Joseph Smith explained in 1844
that he had always taught that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
are three separate and distinct personages!3 appears to be of no
moment to Charles. In fact, she states: "While some take this as
a statement of fact-that Smith never taught any doctrine than
this- Mormon history does not support Smith's claim about
what he taught earlier." Further, "Smith's 1844 statement does
not accurately characterize his earlier teachings, but it is a good
statement of what he believed and taught in 1844" (p. 104). In
short, the Prophet lied. Or he didn't know the difference. I really
think there's a better way to do things without assuming that the
"choice seer" misrepresented the truth. How about the radical
idea that Joseph Smith told the truth? What if, 0 wonder of
wonders and marvel of marvels, we started from a presumption
of his honesty and let that undergird our thinking and thus
impact our conclusions regarding the meaning of his teachings?
For that matter, it is not sufficient for Charles to point up Joseph
Smith's prevarications. She goes on to state that such modern
Church leaders as Elders James E. Talmage, Gordon B .
Hinckley, and Bruce R. McConkie "misunderstand, misinterpret, and ignore the context of the scriptural texts they cite as
support" (p. 110). I suppose we can only hope that the Lord will
see fit to raise up people to set us straight, to put things in place,
to provide the correct understanding and interpretation for what
would surely otherwise remain mysterious to us.

13 TPJS, 370.
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VI
Wilford Woodruff observed,
Brother Joseph used a great many methods of testing
the integrity of men, and he taught a great many things
which, in consequence of tradition, required prayer,
faith, and a testimony from the Lord, before they could
be believed by many of the Saints. His mind was opened
by the visions of the Almighty, and the Lord taught him
many things by vision and revelation that were never
taught publicly in his days; for the people could not bear
the flood of intelligence which God poured into his
mind.14
We sim ply are unable to gauge how much the Prophet
knew-how much God had revealed to him personally-using
only the basis of what the Saints knew or reported. It would be a
serious historical error to suppose because a particular member
of the Church did not understand this or that specific theological
point that Joseph the Prophet did not understand or that the doctrine had not been clearly set forth by the Prophet in some circles. Nor must we draw conclusions about what was known on
the basis of what was written down, what historical documents
are now available.
So it is in regard to the teachings of the Book of Mormon.
How can we be so audacious as to suggest that we know what
the Nephites did or did not understand, when in fact the writers
indicated again and again that they were recording but "a hundredth part" of that which transpired or what God had indeed
made known? (See Words of Mormon 1:5; 3 Nephi 5:8; Ether
15:33.) One wonders how many times such prophetic personalities as Nephi and Jacob and Abinadi and Alma sought to teach
what they knew, only to have the Spirit "stop their utterance" (2
Nephi 32:7). It wou ld seem to me that the pattern for this is
found in Mormon's statement concerning the Savior's teachings
to the Nephites: "And now there can not be written in this book
even a hundredth part of the things which Jesus did truly teach
unto the people; but behold the plates of Nephi"-meaning here
the large plates, the unabridged portion of the record-"do con\4 JD 5:83- 84.
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lain the more part of the things which he taught the people. And
these things have I written, which are a lesser part of the things
which he taught the people." It was not intended that our present
Book of Mormon contain a record of all the Nephites knew and
understood. The "lesser portion" is what is written, with the
promise that "if it shall so be that they shall believe these things
then shall the greater things be made manifest unto them" (3

Nephi 26:6-9).

VII
I end on the same note with which I began-namely that
Melodie Moench Charles has not really allowed the text of the
Book of Mormon to speak for itself (not that it really can anyway), but rather has imposed her own view of scripture upon it.
She stales near the end of her article: ''The use of the divine
names Jehovah and Elohim in the Old Testament never supports
the twentieth-century Mormon doctrine that Elohim is the Father
of Jehovah. that Jehovah, not Elohim. is the God of the Old
Testament, or that Jehovah is Jesus Christ" (p. 109). More than
any other place in this article, this sentence capsulizes Charles's
orientation and provides the springboard for my critique of
"Book of Mormon Christo logy." As far as I am concerned.
Charles is exactly backwards in her evaluation. She has chosen
to evaluate Mormonism, Mormon doctrine, and the Book of
Mormon from the standpoint of the Bible or a few tricks of the
trade currently in vogue in biblicaJ scholarship.
It seems that, from her perspective, if an idea is in the Bible,
then it is permissible to have a Latter-day Saint teaching that mirrors or repeats it. If, on the other hand, a teaching in Lauer-day
Saint scripture is not to be found in the Bible, it is suspect. The
fact is, we do not depend on the Bible or on traditional biblical
interpretations for our theology. We do not know that the Book
of Mormon is true or accurate from what we might find in the
Bible. It is the other way around: the Book of Mormon has been
given to prove the essential truthfulness of the Bible (D&C

20:11; see also I Nephi 13:39-40; Mormon 7:9). Our faith as
well as our approaches to the study of the Bible Of the Book of
Mormon must not be held hostage by the latest trends and fads
in biblical scholarship. OUf testimony of historical events or of
doctrinal matters must not be al the mercy of what we think we
know and can read in sources external to the Book of Mormon
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or things beyond the pale of revealed truth. In short, the Bible is
not, and was never intended to be, our sole guide, our template,
our sta ndard against which we measure what we teach or
believe.
Whether Joseph Smith ever taught something directly that
we now believe and accept-such as, that Jehovah was Jesus
Christ (pp. 109-10; by the way, what do we make of D&C
llO:3?)-is immaterial; his successors have, and it is that continual flow of revelation, not just the flood of truth that came
from the first prophet, that makes of this Church a living and
true and vital work. It matters precious little whether Lowell
Bennion (p. (09) or Steven Epperson (pp. 110-(1) or Melodie
Charles feel otherwise; ultimately, doctrinal truth comes not
through the explorations of scholars, but through the revelations
of God to apostles and prophets. And if such a position be
labeled narrow, paroc hial , or anti-i ntellectual, then so be it. I
cast my lot with the prophets.

Anthony A. Hutchinson, "The Word of God Is
Enough: The Book of Mormon as Nineteenth-Century
Scripture." Pp. 1-19.

The Current Battle over the Book of Mormon:
"Is Modernity Itself Somehow Canonical?"1
Reviewed by Louis Midgley
The issue is nothing less than the very definition of
Mormonism, who decides its nature.
Allen Dale Roberts ( 1993)2

[ will focus attention on the polemical nexus behind New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon , and on Anthony A. (Tony)
Hutchinson's opinion that the Saints should understand the
Book of Mormon as "inspired" fiction rather than simply true) I
will ask whether Hutchinson's position is the preferred stance of
the editor of New Approaches or of the owner of Signature
Books. 1 will not examine the details of the arguments set forth
in New Approaches other than those advanced in my friend
Tony Hutchinson' s "The Word of God Is Enough," and in
Brent Lee Metcalfe's "Preface." I will argue that the position
advanced by Hutchin son cannot and should not be taken
seriously by thoughtful and faithful Latter-day Saints.
Sorting Out the Issues
There is now, as in the past, a debate over the Book of
Mormon. It is ridiculed in the press and blasted by antiMormons. In a somewhat more sophist icated sett ing, we find
Robe rt M. Grant, with David Tracy, A Short HislOry of the
Interpretation of the Bible, 2d ed, rev ised and enlarged (Phil adelphia:
Fortress, 1984), 152.
2 Allen Dale Roberts, '"A Church Divided," Private Eye Weekly (20
October 1993): 10.
3 Citations to Hutchinson's "The Word of God is Enough: The Book
of Mormon as Nineteenth-Century Scripture" will be parenthetical .
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in stances of writers who complain that those they denigrate as
''Traditionalists,'' that is, believing Latter-day Saints, simply will
not compromise over the book, For instance, according to
George D, Smith, what he calls a "New Mormon Hi story" has
striven "to understand Mormonism as part of American religious
experience, Traditional Mormon historians, however, deny that
the New Mormon History represents progress. They also typically reject compromises, such as the view that a mythical Book
of Mormon can evince religious authenticity as ' inspired redaction.' Everything in the Book of Mormon, they say, must be
accepted as historical fact."4 Not everyone, of course, sees what
they quaintly label "New Mormon Hi story" as involved in an
attack on the Book of Mormon.S
Some cultural Mormon critics of the historical authenticity of
the Book of Mormon offer to give up charging Joseph Smith
with fraud, if the "Traditionalists," that is, the believing Latterday Saints, will "meet them half-way. "6 Perhaps this middle
4 George D. Smith, "Ed itor's Introduction ," Faithful His/ory: Essays
on Writing MormoT! History (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992), ill.
Smith's way of formulating his opinion leaves something to be desired. No
one thinks that "everything" in the Book of Mormon is historical. One
must make a distinction between what, for eumple, Lehi taught, which
mayor may not be "historical," and there actually having been a Lehi who
taught those things. The historical issue is whether there was a Lehi.
S
D. Michael Quinn, currently a former Mormon intellectual, makes
nearly everyone, since 1950, who has written on the Mormon past into a
"New Mormon Historian." Obviously very few of these have written anything about the Book of Mormon or anything about a "New Mormon
History." See his "Editor's Introduction," to The New Mormon History:
Revisionist Essays on the Past (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992),
ill . Quinn loves to refer to "tradi tionists" (p. llvii). " traditional Mormon
History," and is anllious to confess the "sins of traditional Mormon history"
(p. lliv). He also identifies "Mormon apologists," even "traditional Monnon
apologists" (p. ",ii), who may be honest, but quickly become "disho nest
apologists" (p. ll iii) by ignori ng or suppressi ng evidence. Of course, from
Quinn 's perspective, it is only "Monnon apologists" who have that proclivity. Quinn defends those who employ naturalistic ellplanations of the Book
of Mormon, for ellarnple, Jan Shipps, since such writers are included among
those he labels New Mormon Historians. For additional comments on
Quinn's sta nce in his Tile New Mormon History, see Midgley, 10hn
Whitmer Historical Association lournal13 (193): 118-21.
6 Lawrence Foster, "A Radical Misstatemen t," Dialogue 2212
(Summer 1989): 6. Foster complains that his naturalist ic ellplanation of the
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's prophetic truth c laims is "simply not
appealing to 'true believer' Mormon traditionalists. They are outraged when
serious and sympathetic scholarship reaches any conclusion other than a full
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ground between so-called "Traditionalists" and "New Mormon
Historians" is what George D. Smith has in mind when he refers
to "a mythical Book of Mormon."
Some may ask: why not find a way to reduce the controversy over the Book of Mormon ? What harm can such an
accommodation do? The reasons for rejecting such compromises
seem obvious to me. For onc thing. the Book of Mormon is,
morc than anything else, what keeps the Church of Jesus Christ

from becoming just another Protestant sect or social welfare
agency. Its existence makes of Joseph Smith something other
than a mere quaint or colorful example in a line of Christian
primitivists or restorationi sts. In addition, the Book of Mormo n
was what witnessed to those who first became members of the
fledgling Church of Christ that Joseph Smith wore the mantle of
a genuine prophet, as it does to those who are currently believing and practicing Latter-day Saints. And its existence has, more
than any other single thing, right from the beginning, disti nguished the Latter-day Saints from various brands of Protestant
sectarian religiosity.7
And yet the Book of Mormon is now, as it has been in the
past, an embarrassment to c ultural Mormons. It is, for one
thing , controversial. When the Saints long for an accommodation with the secular and religious worlds and for respectability ,
it thwarts these desires because its very existence is a puzzle and
an offense. The Book of Mormon challenges elements of
modernity; it fli es in the face of the dominant ideas in our cul-

and uncritical presentation of the received version of truth, whatever that
may happen to be. (For example, consider Louis Midgley's ridiculous assertion that there is 'no middle ground' in approaching Latter-day Saint history.) If any real engagement is to be possibl e between the so-called
'traditionalists' and the so-called 'new Mormon hi slOrians,' then the traditionalists will have to be willing to reach out when we attempt 10 meet
them halfway, as we have done so freq uently in the past with little or no
response except vituperation agai nst us on their part." Ibid. Foster, of
course, mayor may not misconstrue my position, for I hold that there is no
middle ground on the question of whether Joseph Smith was a genu ine
prophet, and on whether the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient text
and the word of God. These are either-or questions. On numerous other
issues, of course, there are a wide variety of positions that may be taken.
See Midgley, "Which Middle Ground?" Dialogue 2211 (Sum mer 1989): 6-9.
7 The best treatment of this issue can be fo und in Ri chard L
Bushman's magisterial Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism
(Urbana : University of Illinois Press, 1984),1 15-42,187-88.
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lure; it makes seemingly bold and even outrageous claims both
prophetic and historical. Is there a way of rendering it harmless?
Could it be made less scandalous if it were turned into a quaint
example of rustic, nineteenth-century imaginative magic and
myth? Or into the product of mysticism and superstition? Such
an endeavor, which has been going on, as we will see, more or
less behind the scenes for forty years, is what the current debate
over writing Mormon history is really about. And this debate
over how best to tell the story of the Latter-day Saints involves a
struggle over what Allen Dale Roberts calls "the very definition
of Mormonism, and who decides its nature. "8 Where did this
debate begin and how did we arrive at New Approaches to the
Book of Mormon?

Surveying the Battlefield
In 1945, Fawn McKay Brodie published her No Man
Knows My History,9 which was the first artfully fashioned naturalistic account of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's
prophetic claims.IO The Saints correctly read her book as a
betrayal of the faith by so meone with roots in the Mormon community. When Brodie published her book, no one could respond
to all of her charges. I I I-Iowever, since then both Joseph Smith

and the Book of Mannon have received substantial treatments by
Latter-day Saints Challenging and supplanting her account. Still,
8 Roberts, "A Church Divided," 10. Martha Sonntag Bradley, with
Roberts. is currently the editor of Dialogue: A Journal of Mannon Thought.
Both are outspoken critics of the Church.
9 Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph
Smith, 2d ed. (New York: Knopf, 1971).
10 Brodie started out with the Book of Mormon as her target. See
"Fawn McKay Brodie: An Oral Interview:' Dialogue 14n (Summer 1981):
104-5.
II Hugh Nibley, in No Ma'am. That's Not History: A Brief Review
of Mrs. Brodie's Reluctant Vindication of a Prophet She Seeks to Expose
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1946), attempted to leave open the possibility
of a nonnaturalistic understanding of Joseph Smith , while buying time for
others to become familiar with the archi val sources necessary to respond to
some of the details in Brodie's account. For a brief description of the public
and private quarrels surrounding the exchange between Brodie and Nibley,
see Midgley, "Hugh Winder Nibley: Bibliography and Register," in John M.
Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds., By Study and Also By Faith: Essays
in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1990), l:xix- xx.
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since Brodie showed the way, it has become increasingly fashionable for those on the fringes of the Mormon community to
proclaim publicly their disbelief in the Book of Mormon. A
striking example came in 1984, when Sterling M. McMurrin triumphantly confessed that he had come
to the conclusion at a very early age, earlier than I can
remember, that you don't get books from angels and
translate them by miracles; it is just that simple. So I
simply don '( believe the Book of Mormon to be authentic. I think that all the hassling over the authenticity of the
Book of Mormon is just a waste of time. You should
understand that I don't mean to say that there aren't some
interesting and worthwhile things in the Book of Mormon. I don't mean to attack the Book of Mormon but
rather to simply deny its authenticity. I don't believe that
it is what the Church teaches it to be. 12
There is a pious streak in McMurrin, for he admits to finding
"some interesting and worthwhile things in the Book of Mormon"-though not, of course, the word of God. The Book of
Mormon. for McMurrin, is a human manufacture, and neither
prophetic nor otherwise normative. since he rejects the possibility of divine special revelations as understood by faithful Latterday Saints. What other conclusion could follow, given the
dogma set forth in the passage quoted above? McMurrin's
dogma is to be expected, for how can there be revelations from
God when no satisfactory rational demon stration of the reality
and nature of deity has come within his range of experience and
understanding? He routinely brushes aside revelation as vacuous
emotional froth-sheer irrationalism. Hence, for the Saints to
consider the Book of Mormon a genuine revelation from God is
folly, from his secularized perspective.
Professor McMurrin is critical of the prominence given to the
Book of Mormon in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism. 13 He
opines that "the Encyclopedia is saturated with references to the
12 "An Interview with Sterling McMurrin," Dialogue 17/1 (Spring
1984): 25; "The Hi story of Mormonism and Church Authorities: An
Interview with Sterling M. McMurrin," Free Inquiry 4/1 (Winter 19831984): 32-34, published with George D. Smith's "Joseph Smith and the
Book of Mannon," Free Inquiry 4/1 (Winter 1983- 1984): 21 - 3 1.
13 Sterling M. McMurrin, "Toward Intellectual Anarchy," Dialogue
26/2 (Summer 1993): 209-13.
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Book of Mormon, reflecting the recent Church movement to
give the work greater attention. In his excellent SunSlone lecture,
'The Book of Mormon as Seen in the Encyclopedia of
Mormonism,' which should be read by everyone interested in
the nature of the Encyclopedia. George D. Smith has indicated
that the Encyclopedia contains about 200 articles dealing with the
Book of Mormon. In his treatment of this subject, Smith writes
that 'editorial selectivity favoring orthodoxy prevails throughout
the encyclopedia' ," 14 This is an odd statement. Was there no
discernible bias at work in the selection of essays for inclusion
in New Approaches? Are we to believe the dispatches from
Signature Books claiming that one side in this war carry the colors of "critical historical method," while the other side is composed of odious "apologists" ? Presumably it is proper for
George Smith and his "Smith Research Associates" 15 to publish
ar.thologies. reprint books. and generate studies that approach
the Book of Mormon with a negative bias.
Professor McMurrin resents the fact that "the Encyclopedia
editors and authors assumed that their readers had no questions
about" what he denigrates as "the literalistic orthodox interpretation of the Book of Mormon and the Bible. The authenticity of
the Book of Mormon is taken for granted."16 McMurrin finds
evidence in the Encyclopedia that Latter-day Saint scholars take
seriously the possibility of "personal revelation which is now so

14 Ibid .• 212. George D. Smith's paper has been published under the
title "Orthodoxy and Encyclopedia," Sunstone 1616 (November \993): 4853. Clearly there has been a certain selectivity al work in putting together
New Approaches-which, if to do so served some purpose, could be called
"unorthodox"- si nce the essays in this book either take it for granted or
argue that the book is not an authentic ancient history. Instead, they turn it
into fi ction, inspired, inspiring or otherwise. Some of the authors whose
work is included in this book accuse the defenders of the Book of Mormon
of being apologists. while they defend a new heterodoxy.
15 George D. Smith is the "president of Smith Research Associates in
Sa n Francisco, land] president of Signature Books." See the biographical
note to his recent "Wi lliam Clayton: In the Shadow of Power," Journal of
Mormon History 19/2 (Fall 1993): 126. Smith Associates is a tax-exempt
foundatio n which finances various projects. Metcalfe and Edward H.
Ashment have, according to Metcalfe, received funding from Smith
Associates 10 produce an attack on the book of Abraham. To this point
Ash ment has not produced that book. And Metcalfe assembled New
Approaches to fulfill his obligation.
16 McMurrin, ''Toward Intellectual Anarchy," 212.
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prominent in the church."1 7 The belief in revelation is, for him,
"a belief that already accounts for much of the lunatic fringe in
the church and could very well expand into an irrationalism quite
uncharacteristic of Mormonism, which could produce a kind of
intellectual anarchy in the church."'8 McMurrin seems unable to
spit or swallow when it comes to the Restored Gospel; he rejects
its grounds and much of its content, but simply cannot leave it
alone. He has a fondness for elements of Mormon culture. but

he objects to signs of genuine fai th among the Saints. In this
regard, he is the archetypal cultural Mormon.
Professor McMurrin is, of course, not alone in rejecting the

Book of Mormon. Well before the founding of the Mormon
History Association in December 1965, a few Latter-day Saint
historians were uncomfortable with the Book of Mormon.19
17 Ibid., 2 1 I.
18 Ibid.
19 See. for example, Marvin S. Hill, "The Historiography of
Mormonism," Church History 28/4 (December 1959): 418- 19, and compare
with his ''The 'New Mormon History' Reassessed in the Light of Recent
Books on Joseph Smith and Mannon Origins," Dialogue 2113 (Autumn
1988): 125. In the concluding remarks to this essay, Hill claims that "the
issue between Monnons writing their history today and those who criticize
them is not between those who believe and those who do not. but between
those who think that old words and old interpretalions are sacrosanct and that
any changes may somehow destroy the faith, and those who contend that
making concessions where evidence requires merely shifts the way we perceive things and not the substance of the things themselves." Would Hill
include, among the minor changes that he suggests might be necessary, the
abandonment of belief that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient
text? Hill refers to the "strong faith" of readers of Dialogue, as shown in an
opinion survey of subscribers. He notes that, "even among those who question the historicity of the Book of Mormon (27 percent of total subscribers)
nearly half believe in its divine origin. Thus 77 percent would at least agree
that its theology and moral teachings are authent ically of d ivine origin.' "
Hill thus claims that the rejection of the claims made by the Book of
Mormon about itself is of little or no consequence to the faith of Latter-day
Saints, as long as those who do such a thing also claim to find somethi ng
attractive in its teachings. What the poll showed is that 63 percent of the
readers of Dialogue affirmed that they believe that the Book of Mormon "is
an actual historical record of ancient inhabitants of the American continent,
and was translated by the gift and power of God." See Armand L. Mauss,
John R. Tarjan, Martha D. Esplin, ''The Unfettered Faithful: An Analysis of
the Dialogue Subscribers Survey," Dialogue 20/ 1 (Spring 1987): 47. The
remainder were spread out along a continuum, holding various opinions
including "don't know," or the Book of Mormon has "nothing necessarily to
do with divine origin, inspiration. or God's will, but it is an authentic literary product of nineteenth century America," and so forth .
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Some have been fascinated by naturalistic explanations similar to
those offered by Brodie and have striven to fashion an identity
by distancing themselves from details in her explanations.20
They thereby worked at constructing their own naturalistic posi~
tion on Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.2 l But these
authors were generally a shy and retiring lot-not bold and
adventuresome, not given to clarity and candor, and not
equipped for sophisticated renection on the consequences of
their exp lanations for themselves or the Saints. Some of those
who want to turn the Book of Mormon into fiction seem
concerned to retain their identity as members of the Church,
while others are indifferent about such matters.22 What seems to
determine whether an autho r will want to see inspiration in a
fictional Book of Mormon is when she desires some identity
with the commun ity of Saints or believes that historical matters
are relevant to faith.
Klaus J. Hansen, in 1970, noted that the recovery of "the
Joseph Smith Papyri may well represent the potentially most
damaging case against Mormonism since its foundation. "23
Hansen and others assumed that the Joseph Smith papyri
demonstrated that the book of Abraham was fraudulent. Hence,
"one might well have expected a mass exodus of these people
20 For an account of this distancing in the case of Marvin S. Hill, see
Gary Novak's "Naturalistic Assumptions and the Book of Mannon," BYU
Studies 20/3 (Summer 1990): 2 1-40.
21 See, for example, Marvin S. Hill's "Brodie Revisited," Dialogue
714 (Winter 1972): 72-85: and his "Secular and Sectarian History," Church
History 4311 (March 1974): 78-96. See Gary Novak, "Natural istic
Assumptions and the Book of Mormon," and compare Novak's careful
arguments to the angry response in Hill's "Afterword," BYU Studies 3014
(Fall 1990): 117-24.
22 Among the authors Metcalfe included in his book, Dan Vogel is
noteworthy for not currently being a Latter-day Saint, though he once was.
Vogel was given his start by the late Reverend Wesley P. Walters in a
Protestant Evangelical magazine with a section entitled "Para Christianity,"
which published Vogel's "Is the Book of Mormon a Translation? A
Response to Edward H. Ashment," Journal of Pastoral Practice 513 (1982):
75-91. For the amusing details, see Midgley, "More Revisionist
Legerdemain and the Book of Monnon," Review of Boob on the Book of
Mormon 3 ( 1991): 295-30 1. And Metcalfe keeps lelling anyone who will
listen, including newspaper reporters, Ihat he remains on the membersh ip
rolls of the Church for family reasons. One can commiserate with his parents over the current and past activities of their son.
23 Klaus J. Hansen. "Reflections on the Lion of the lord," Dialogue
512 (Summer 1970); 104.
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from the Church. Yet none has occurred. Why? Because cultural
Mormons, of course, do not believe in the historical authenticity
of the Mormon scriptures in the first place. So there is nothing to

di sconfirm ."24 Hansen describes thi s as a "telling response .. .
of the ' liberals,' or cultural Mormons."25 In 1984 , Hansen
noted that writers seem unconcerned that " modern scholarship
raises virtually insurmountable obstacles to the historicity of the
Book of Mormon," or are "undisturbed by the utter lack of

scholarly correlation between the Joseph Smith Papyri and the
book of Abraham. Significantl y, those who are bothered by

such disc repancies are . .. Mormons such as Fawn Brodie,
Sterling McMurrin , and the author of thi s essay [that is,
Hansen] , who ... believe that if the Book of Mormon wasn't
true, it must be a monumental fraud."26 But, aside from a few of
those Hansen call s "liberal s or cultural Mormons," most did not
reveal their heresies. Instead , they operated, until recently, on a
"don't ask, don't tell" policy.
It has been within the last decade that we have begun to see
forthright denials by people with roots in Mormon culture that
Joseph Smith made available authentic ancient texts. In 1983 at
the Mormon History Association meetings in Omaha, Nebraska,
Tony Hutchinson announced that Joseph Smith had not restored
authentic ancient texts. That was the first time I can recall a
Latter-day Saint scholar boldl y advancing such an opinion.27
24 Ibid. Incidentall y, Hansen borrowed the label cultural Mormon
from my essay entitled "Secular Relevance of the Gospel," Dialogue 4/4
(Winter 1969): 76-85, where I first descri bed Cu ltural Mormonism. I had
adapted it from the expression "cullural Protestantism," which at times has
been used to describe post-World War I European Protestant liberalism.
25 Hansen, "Reflect ions on the Lion of the Lord"; in this essay.
Hansen also refers 10 "scholars who inaugurated the 'new' Monnon history."
Ibid .. III . The label "New Mormon Hi story" was fi rst used by Moses
Rischin, a Jewish historian reviewing some essays in Monnon history in
1969. See Rischin , "The New Mormon Hi story," American West 612
(March 1969): 49. Hansen appears 10 have been the first Latter-day Saint to
refer in print to a New Mormon History, and the second to refer to Cultural
Mormons.
26 Klaus J. Hansen, "Jan Shipps and the Mormon Tradition ," Journal
of Mormon History 11 (1984): 145.
27 See Hutchinson, "A Mormon Midrash? LOS Creation Narratives in
Redaction-Critical Perspecti ve," a paper presented at the Monnon Historical
Association meetings in Omaha. Nebraska, in May 1983. A version of this
paper was published as "A Mormon Midrash? LOS Creation Narratives
Reconsidered," Dialogue 21/4 (Winter 1988): 11 -74. For my response to
this essay, see "The Challenge of Historical Consciousness: Mormon
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Hutchinson is now in the Signature spotlight with the argument
that the Book of Mormon is fiction but still "inspired."
The deracinated who toy with such explanations will not
likely remain in thrall to the notion that the Book of Mormon is
fiction and yet, in some previously not understood way,
"inspired" by God. They are more likely to claim that, since the
Book of Mormon is fiction, Joseph Smith was invol ved in
fraud, e ither knowingly or nOl, even though they may be willing
to grant that some portions of the book are interesting.
Hutchin son's move is also unstable in the sense that it is unlikely to function as a ground for or explanation of the faith of
Latter-day Saints. In addition, those who are inclined to advance
such an opinion must find ways of protecting their position from
the bold stance taken by those who insist that Joseph Smith fabricated fiction, parts of which might be inspiring-which is quite
a different notion than holding that God is the ultimate author of
a fictional Book of Mormon.
That is not to say that a few secularized Latter-day Saints
have not followed Brodie or McMurrin, but, until recently , they
couched their accounts in ambiguous language by describing,
for example, how Joseph Smith's opinions prior to 1830 on
certain matters might be seen in language in the Book of
Mormon,28 or how Joseph Smith cou ld be sincere in telling stories about visits with angels because he lived before Sigmund
Freud had explained how the mind works. 29 Some have tried to
make a distinction between what they label "sacred history ,"
which they understand to be a myth grounding the community of
believers, and real history, which in volves real people, places
and events. They then brush aside questions of whether what
they consider the "Mormon myth" really happened.30 The impli-

Histo!)' and the Encounter with Secul ar Modernity," in Lundquist and Ricks,
eds., By Study and Also By Faith, 2:502-51; and "The Acids of Modernity
and the Crisis in Mormon Historiography," in Smith, ed., Faithful History,
189-225.
28 For hints that the Book of Mormon gives expression to views
floating around Joseph Smith's environment, see Marvin S. Hill . "Quest for
Refuge: An Hypothesis as to the Social Origins and Nature of the Mormon
Political Kingdom," Journal of Mormon History 2 (1975): 13-14.
29 Compare Marvin S. Hill, "Brodie Revisited: A Reappraisal,"
Church History 7/4 (Wi nter 1972): 80.
30 Metcalfe cites one such instance in his "Preface" as evidence that it
is legitimate for Latter-day Saints to entertain what he calls "the possibility
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cation of such arguments, when applied as explanations and not

as excuses for avoiding facing up to difficult questions, is that
Joseph Smith invented the Book of Mormon. Cautious cultural

Mormon historians have avoided drawing undue attention to
themselves. But we are now faced with a spate of forthright
denials that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient text in
the pages of Dialogue31 and Sunstone,32
These writers may, if it suits their fancy, retain some lies to

the Church, but henceforth they insist that they will determine
the content of Latter-day Saint faith. For example, one writer
poignantly describes his "anti-conversion"-he insists that the
Book of Mormon and book of Abraham are fiction and not fact.
He concedes that "many questions remain" and that he has some
questions that even he "can't answer." For instance, if "Joseph
Smith is the author of the Book of Mormon, is he then a fraud,
or is the Book of Monnon the result of revelatory experience?"JJ
He adds a comforting note: "At present, I have no compelling
an swer and am willing to entertain either possibility. Either
way," he acknowledges, "there are serious implications for my
faith."34 It seems odd to me for someone talking about the
ground and content of faith in God to be entertaining possibili-

that it [the Book of Mormon) may be something other than literal history.
In fa ct," according to Metcalfe, "toleration for nontraditional views of
Mormon scripture and pluralistic expressions of faith are [sic] increasingly
common . Leonard J. Arrington, former LOS Church Historian. has
refl ected, 'I was never overly concerned with the question of the historicity
of the First Vis ion or of the many reported epiphanies in Mormon,
Christian, and Hebrew history. I am prepared to accept them as historical or
as metaphorical, as symbolical or as precisely what happened . That they
convey religious truth I have never had any doubt' " (p. x). This statement
has been reprinted several times. See Arrington , "Why I Am a Believer,"
Sunstone 10 (January 1985): 36-38; "Why I Am a Believer," in Philip
Barlow, ed, A Thoughtful Faith: Essays on Belief by Mormoll Scholars
(Centerville, UT: Canon, 1986),225-33; and as "Epilogue: Myth, Symbol
and Truth," in Smith , ed., Faithful History , 303-10.
JI See, for example, Brent Lee Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical
Assumptions about Dook of Mormo n Historicity." Dialogue 2613 (Fall
1993): 153- 84. And compare William J. Hamblin , " An Apologist for the
Critics: Brent Lee Metcalfe's Assumptions and Methodologies," in this
volume, pages 436-525.
J2 Edwin Firmage, Jr. , " Hi storical Criticism and the Book of
Mannon: A Personal Encounter," Sunstone 16/5 (July 1993): 58-64.
33 Ibid. , 64.
34 Ibid.
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ties that range from fraud to perhaps some weak notion of a
"revelatory ex.perience." So much for testimony!
Thi s author ends with a homily about how "freedom to
choose can be a frightening thing because it means that we are
individually responsible for what we do." That is hardly a novel
idea. But he then celebrates "a chastened belief which recognizes
that certainty will always elude us , and that is a part of life. We
choose to believe, but we cannot know for sure what the end of
our faith will be." He claims Ihat "the proper response to constant change is not to abandon religion altogether, but constantly
redefine what faith means. Thi s defining process necessarily
leads to different results for everyone."35 This writer overlooks
the fact that faith is at least partly a community possession, not
merely a private good and not a whim-that faith is not something Ihat one refashions to suit current fads and fashions.
To this point the most significant assaults on the historicity
of the Book of Mormon have not been made by revisionist historians, and not by Evangelical Fundamentalist preachers, or in
essays by isolated, di sgruntled Latter-day Saints or former
Latter-day Saints. The most imposing attack on the historical
authenticity of the Book of Mormon has been assembled by
Brent Lee Metcalfe. Metcalfe has been a "Smith Associate," but
is better known to Latter-day Saints for hi s involvement in the
Mark Hofmann affair. 36 His New Approaches is handsomely
35 Ibid. I like that revealing word "altogether."
36 George D. Smith was heavily involved in the Hofmann Affair, as a
glance at any of the books on Hofmann will reveal. And so was Metcalfe.
For infonnation concerning Metcalfe's curious role in the Hofmann Affair,
see Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, The Momzon Murders: A True
Story o/Greed. Forgery, Deceit. and Death (New York : Weidenfeld and
Nicolson. 1988), 121- 25 (where he is pictured as a hero of sorts). 133-34,
139-41. 149. 171- 72. 222-25, 240, 243-44 , 325, 419, 422 . 441-42;
Linda Sillitoe and Allen Dal e Roberts. Salama nder: The Story of the
Mormon Forgery Mu rders (Salt Lake City: Signature Books. 1988; 2d ed.,
Signature Books. 1989),24- 25 36. 44 . 48-50,93, 100, 111 .255,272-73,
277,285-89.292.295- 305,312.316.340,345,394.415, 463-64, 478,
480,508; Robert Lindsey, A Gathering of Saints: A True Story of Murder
and Deceit (New York : Simon and Schuster. 1988). 107- 11 . 12 1. 134.
141 -42. 147. 164,232,245,248.258.3 19. Lindsey reports that when
Metcalfe "returned from his mission. he lacked the academic credentials
needed to enroll in col lege" (Lindsey. p. 107). hence he is "untrained as a
scholar" (Lindsey, p. 108). Sillitoe and Roberts report that, though Metcalfe
is "a former missionary," his "pri mary ties to the church now consisted of
an abiding interest in Mormon hi story and his devout elltended family"
(Si llitoe and Roberts, p. 24). Richard E. Turley, Jr. , also deals elltensively,
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manufactured , and more carefully edited than other, similar
efforts by Signature Books,37 tbe press most responsible for
promoting revisionist accounts of the Mormon past with attention to attacks on the Book of Monnon.38

Factions within the Revisionist Camp
With the publication of New Approaches, Signature Books
has again attacked the Book of Mormon. Thi s collection of

and more accurately, with Metcalfe's involvement in the Hofmann Affair.
See Victjms: The LDS Church al1d the Mark Hofmann Case (Urb ana:

University of Illinois Press, 1992),84,93,95-96,10 1,107-11,115,119,
121,125-27.129.14 1,309,325 , 425 n. 89. One item from Turley's book
is worth contemplating: Turley reports that "Metcalfe lacked the grad uate
training in history that the others Shipps mentioned (Ronald W. Walker,
Dean C. Jessee, and Marvin S. Hill] had, and 'without the apprenticeship
that graduate training provides,' she said, 'his interpretations of the data in
the historical record were general ly very wide of the mark.' Shipps recalled
that at the symposium (in which she announced to the public the existence
of Hofmann 's now infamous Salamander Letter, but, of course, without
realizing thaI it was a forgery], 'Brent was clearly intoxicated ... with the
idea that he possessed knowledge that wo uld alter the world' s understanding
of the beginnings of Monnonism' " (Turley, p. 93),
37 But it sti1llacks indexes, which makes its use difficult, as does the
citatio n of unpublished essays. The problem may be that the editors at
Signature Books lack academic experience.
38 Dav id P. Wright, ' In Plain Terms that We May Understand':
Joseph Smith's Transformation of Hebrews in Alma 12-13." cites a sampling of anti-Book of Mormon literature or what he describes as "some studies in recent years [thatl have been making it clearer that these works [Book
of Mormon, book of Abraham] are not ancient but recent compositions set
pseudonymously or pseudepigraphically in the past" (p. \ 65). As "studies"
supporting this proposi tion , Wright cites Marvin S. Hi ll's doctoral dissertation (completed in 1968) and the revised version which was published as
Quest/or Re/uge: The Mormon Flight/rom American Pluralism (Salt Lake
Ci ty: Signature Books, 1989); Roberl N. Hullinger's Joseph Smith's
Response to Skepticism (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992); nonMonnon Dan Vogel's Indian Origins and the Book 0/ Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Signature Books, 1986); his Religious Seekers and the Advent of
Mormonism (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1988); and also his anthology of more or less anti-Book of Monnon essays entitled The Word a/God:
Essays on Mormon Scripture (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1990). In
addition to these books, Wright also cites essays from Sunstone by George
D. Smith (owner o f Signature Books), Edward H. Ashment. To ny
Hutchinson (with an essay which was also republished in Vogers Word of
God). and Mark Thomas.
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essays is dedicated to showing that the Saints should abandon
the claim that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient history and recognize that Joseph Smith was its author.
Tony Hutchinson, more than the other authors whose opinions appear in New Approaches, attempts to salvage something
from the wreckage implied by this assauh on the historical
authenticity of the Book of Mormon. David P. Wright merely
asserts that for him Joseph Smith "is as interesting and religiously relevant when understood to be the author of the Book
of Mormon as when he is considered the translator" (p. 166).
Such opinions, which are not entirely unlike the sentiments
articulated in Professor McMurrin 's remarkable dogmatism
about the Book of Mormon, are found here and there in New
Approaches. But only a few of the authors whose essays are
published in New Approaches seem to have any genuine appreciation for the teachings in the Book of Mormon.
This raises a question. Why would those like Hutchinson
and Wright, who find the Book of Mormon at least interesting
and somehow either "inspired" or inspiring when looked at as a
strange example of imaginative fiction, want to be associated
with the likes of Dan Vogel, Ed Ashment, Brent Metcalfe, and
Stan Larson, whose approach is secular and betrays not the least
sy mpathy for the teachings of the Book of Mormon ? Hutchinson
argues that the Book of Mormon has some relationship to God,
even though it is strictly fiction. He claims that, for him, it is of
religious significance. Why would Hutchinson want to appear in
a book that sets out an attack on what he believes? Why did he
nOI address the issues rai sed by those who, for the same or similar reasons, hold that the Book of Mormon is fiction and, hence,
that Joseph Smith is a fraud? Hutchinson and Wright face the
double task of (1) convincing faithful Latter-day Saints of the
wisdom of turning the Book of Mormon into fiction , and (2)
showing exactly why those who agree with them in holding that
the Book of Mormon is fiction have gotten it wrong when they
claim that Joseph Smith's imaginative work is fraudulent.
What is less puzzling is why Metcalfe would want
Hutchin son's essay in hi s book. Hutchinson is not nearly as
radical as Metcalfe, since he claims to believe that God is the
ultimate author of the Book of Mormon even though he believes
it to be fictional and filled with falsity. Hutchinson thus
advances a position at odds with Metcalfe and his associates at
Signature Books. But having Hutchinson in New Approaches is
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useful; it helps provide a covering for the preferred position of
the editor and publisher of the book. It is, so to speak, honey on

the rim of the cup, whose bitter draft otherwise might be too
much for even jaded Lauer-day Saints. Here the politics of
publishing for a Mormon audience provide the grounds for
understanding what is going on. Metcalfe may have wanted
Hutchinson's essay in New Approaches to soften the impact of
what otherwise would have been an even more blatantly anti-

Book of Mormon book. And since both Metcalfe and
Hutchinson reject the possibility that the Book of Mormon is an
authentic ancient text, they have a common enemy against whom
they can fight, perhaps on the assumption that the enemy of an
enemy is a friend.
Perhaps Metcalfe and those at Signature Books believed that
they needed essays by the likes of Hutchinson and Wright to
provide some semblance of legitimacy for their book. Be that as
it may, it turns out that New Approaches is not accurately
named. It might better have been titled Two Competing
Revisionist Approaches to the Book of Mormon. Metcalfe
should have confronted the question of the disparity between
these two "approaches," rather than quoting passages from
authors, most of whom had little to say about the thrust of his
book. In fact, most of the proof-texting provided by Metcalfe
(pp. x-xi) to add authority and legitimacy to his book is irrelevant to its contents. He can be excused for botching such matters, since he has no academic experience or training-in fact, he
has no training beyond his high school diploma. He is an autodidact. Unfortunately, it shows.
And yet the publication of New Approaches is an important
event. It marks the most sophisticated attack on the truth of the
Book of Mormon currently available either from standard sectarian or more secularized anti-Mormon sources, or from the
fringes of Mormon culture and intellectual life. But attention to
certain strands of thought being advanced by some of those who
advertise themselves, especially to the press, as "Mormon intellectuals," should have alerted Latter-day Saints that cultural
Mormons were gearing up for a frontal attack on Joseph Smith
and the Book of Mormon. For more than a decade I have been
warning of the direction being taken by a few-and I stress once
again a few-Mormon historians bent on explaining Joseph
Smith's prophetic charisms and the Book of Mormon in essen-
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tially secular, naturalistic terms .39 Most recently efforts to tum
the Book of Mormon into fiction have been financed, promoted,
and published by George D. Smith.40 And, for a cautionary tale,
one ought to give attention to the subtle shift away from commitment to the Book of Mormon, including what appears to be
the officially approved treatment of that text as "inspired" or inspiring fiction, which is one of the more crucia] elements in the
radical transfo rmation of the Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints. 41
The artful dust cover for New Approaches reminds the
potential reader that Book of Mormon authenticity was challenged in 1830. And it announces that this book continues "to
examine thi s issue ." It would have been more accurate, though
less politic. to have sa id that this book continues that tradition.
The dust cover also claims that New Approaches will "discuss
hi storicity" because "the Book of Mormon has become an icon
that is revered more than understood, according to contributors."
Metcalfe insists that the Book of Mormon should be read in
context. But what context? Ancient? Or modern? The answer is
emphatically modern: " Returning to the nineteenth-century
understanding of the text restores the book's spiritual rather than
sy mbolic importance."
Reading the Book of Mormon as nineteenth-century fiction
gives it only a symbolic meaning, while actually destroying its
spiritual importance. Consider the following: Dan Vogel grants
that "the Book of Mormon claims to be a divinely inspired
39 See Loui s Midgley, "The Acids of Modernity and the Crisis in
Monnon Historiography," in Faithful Histo ry, 189-225; and also Midgley,
"Prophetic Messages or Dogmatic Theology? Commenting on the Book of
Mormon," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon I (1989): 101-2,
109-13; Midgley , "The Challenge of Historical Consciousness: Monnon
History and the Encounter with Secular Modernity ," in By Study and Also
By Faith, 2:502-5 1; Midgley, "Faith and History," in "To Be Learned Is
Good, If ... ," Robert L. Millet, ed. (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1987),
219-26.
40 See Louis Midgley, "George Dempster Smith, Jr., on the Book of
Mormon," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 4 (1992); 5-12; and
compare Midgl ey, "More Revisionist Legerdemain and the Book of
Mormon," 261-311.
41 For details, see Midgley, "The Radical Reformation of the
Reorganization of the Restoration: Recent Changes in the RLDS
Understanding of the Book of Mormon ," Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 2'2 (Fall 1993): 132-63; also Midgley, "More Revisionist
Legerdemain and the Book of Mannon," 261-65, 267-81.
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translation of an ancient record," but he believes that "{here is a

common ground on which Mormon and non-Mormon scholars
can discuss the Book of Mormon in its nineteenth-century context without necessarily making conclusions about its historicity"

(p. 21). But notice the question-begging assumption that the
book's context really is the nineteenth-century. ''The question of
the Book of Mormon's historicity becomes secondary when the

rhetorical critic seeks to understand the book's message to its
first readers" (p. 21). Starting with Vogel's assumption, the
historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon becomes secondary in the sense that it no longer is a genuine alternative. But
he is not interested in pushing that conclusion directly, and
hence he claims that "those who accept the antiquity of the Book
of Mormon should not object to this approach, since a translation is usually expressed in the language and cultural symbols of
its intended audience" (p. 23). With this assertion in place,
Vogel then claims that the intended audience of the Book of
Mormon "is not an ancient readership" (p. 23), but a nineteenthcentury audience, and he finds in the Book of Mormon "antiUniversalist rhetoric." And proof of this is the way it was read
by anti-Mormons like Alexander Campbell and E. D. Howe.
And support for this theory comes from those who, like Edward
H. Ashment and James Lancaster, advance "the theory that
Joseph Smith conceptually translated the Book of Mormon"
(p. 23 n. 2). Vogel eventually raises the question "of whether
ancient American cultures cou ld have debated Universalism in a
manner that would have been meaningful to those in early nineteent h-century America" (p. 47). Then he asserts that "it is
doubtful that a study of ancient American cultures wou ld produce a similar context for understanding this central theological
focus of the Book of Mormon" (p. 48). His argument involves
question-begging. Beginning with the assumption that the context for the Book of Mormon is the nineteenth-century, Vogel
then interprets the text as a nineteenth-century document, and
then concludes that it is just that and implies that it is nothing
more. Mark D. Thomas works with simi lar assumptions (p. 53),
and ends with similar conclusions. He adds a few wrinkles,
such as the following: "I contend that for interpretive purposes it
is more important to understand the book's audience than its
author" Cp. 53). By "contend," however, he does not mean
"argue" but "assert." And he ends with the statement that "some
readers may conclude that this points to a nineteenth-century
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hi storical setting for the writing of the Book of Mormon"
(p. 77)-which is exactly the point of his demonstration, if it
has a point, is it not?42
Metcalfe neglects to explain how it is that by denying exactly
what the book claims about itself and what Latter-day Saints
have always believed to have been witnessed to them by the
Holy Spirit, somehow "restores" its spiritual importance. How?
And for whom? Be that as it may, this book, its editor tells its
potential reader, "will modify, even transform, previous theories
regarding the nature of Mormon scripture." It will do that by
providing a "wealth of fresh perspectives" and an "array of new
directions." On what constitutes scripture?
As I have shown , there are really two competing advances in
New Approaches: one that is articulated most fully by Tony
Hutchinson- that the Book of Mormon is imaginative fiction but
st ill somehow "inspired" and not merely inspiring-and another,
sta nding behind the essays by Metcalfe, Ashment, Vogel,
Larson and perhaps others-that the Book of Mormon is fiction
and hence of no genuine worth other than as something for them
to wear out their lives attacking. But Metcalfe, in his "Preface,"
obscures this ideological seam in hi s book, claiming instead that
it merely contains "an array of new directions," or "new perspectives" (p. xi). These are, he affirms, presented in the ten
essays of his book "without primary reliance on technical jargon
or apologetics." Instead, according to Metcalfe. hi s book
"atte mpt s to expand appreciation of the Mormon scripture
through critical analysis" (p. x). Oh, really ? Believing that the
single most important text in one's life is fiction rather than fact
actually expands one's appreciation of that text? Metcalfe' s claim
seems disingenuous, for it is difficult to identify passages in his
book genuinely calculated to increase appreciation for the Book
of Mormon.
Metcalfe's "Preface" implies that he and those whose essays
are included in New Approaches are masters of "critical
methodology. " In addition, Metcalfe claims that "critical
methodology" is "rigorou s, balanced scrutiny" of sacred texts,
which he claims yields " fre sh intellectual and spiritual vistas ...
by viewing textual criticism, hi storical criticism, redaction criti42 For funher comments on Thomas, see Midgley, '·More Revi sionist
Legerdemain and the Book of Mormon," 278-81. Among those who currently undenake that task, Thomas is one of the more inept at reading the
Book of Monnon as nineteenth-century fiction.
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cism. form criticism, structuralism and semiotics, narrato!ogy,
economic- and gender-oriented readings , and application of
sociology, anthropology, and archaeology" (p. ix). One will,
however. look in vain in New Approaches for anything resembling most of these presumably crucial techniques. Metcalfe's
talk about "critical analysis" or "critical methodology" is mere
window dr~ ss ing.4 3

Sophie or Sophistic-The Signature Ideology?
The Saints have learned to live with, or more or less ignore,
unseemly instances of what Alexis de Tocqueville once called
the "business of religion:' But the products of such enterprises
sometimes tell us much about what is going on along the fringes
of Mormon culture. What Metcalfe has provided is grist for the
anti-Mormon mill. as illustrated by the euphoria expressed by
anti-Mormon zealots concerning New Approaches.44 In fact, it
is difficult to figure out how, other than in detail and literacy, the
stance taken by most of the authors whose essays are included in
New Approaches differs from that taken by anti-Mormon
preachers and publicists. Consider the following item from one
of the more respectable anti-Mormons:
The Reverend Bill McKeever, who operates what he calls
"Mormonism Research Mini stry" out of EI Cajon, California,
grants that faithful Latter-day Saints believe the Book of
Mormon to be an account of real people and places. There is
simply no doubt about this matter. He is therefore delighted by
the publication of Metcalfe's New Approaches. He calls attention to this book as evidence that "there is a growing li st of LDS
scholars who have come to the conclusion that the book is not at
all what their founder claimed it to be."45 Reverend McKeever is
happy to report that New Approaches contains essays arguing
that the Book of Mormon is fi ction. From hi s perspective, the
publication of this book " is one more addition to the mounting
43 One of the more discouraging things in Metcalfe's "Preface" is a
footnote in which he cites thiny-two books published by Fortress Press as
if they had some obvious relevance to what appears in the essays in his
book (see p. ix n.2, and compare with his "bibliography," pp. xii-xiv).
44 I doubt that Latter-day Saints will step forward with testimonials of
deepened faith and understanding as new vistas are opened before their eyes
by what they find in New Approaches.
45 Bill Mc Keever, "Questioning Joseph Sm ith's Role as Translator,"
Mormonism Research Minislry (Fall 1993): 3.
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evidence that the Book of Mormon is not of ancient origin."
Reverend McKeever acknowledges that "few would agree with
all of the conclusions brought forth by New Approaches to the
Book of MomlOn, hopefully it will open the eyes of many sincere Latter-day Saints" who believe that the Book of Monnon is
an authentic ancient text. 46
Reverend McKeever, speaking from an anti-Mormon perspective, finds New Approaches to be "strikingly similar to the
polemics which Christians [read anti-Mormons] have been raising for years" against the Restored Gospel. 47 How is New
Approaches "strikingly similar" to the anti-Mormon position on
the Book of Mormon? The answer is instructive, so here it is,
For one thing, Reverend McKeever insists that,
by undermining the claim for the Book of Mormon's
historicity, these writers [whose opinions are presented
in New Approaches] reduce Joseph Smith to nothing
more than a 19th century author of a fictional yarn. If
there were no Nephites, there were no gold plates. If
there were no gold plates, there was nothing for Smith to
translate. Their evidence leaves the reader to conclude
that Smith's claims for the Book of Mormon are not at all
based on hard evidence. 48
Reverend McKeever appears to delight in parading examples of
writers with links to the Latter-day Saints, no matter how tenuous those links might be, and no matter what their qualifications
or motives might be, who reject the historical authenticity of the
Book of Mormon. 49
46 Ibid., 4.

47 Ibid., 3.
4 8 Ibid., 4.

49 Luke Wilson of the anti-Mormon Gospel Truths Ministry (aka
Religious Research Institute) has been pleased to rely upon an unpublished
but widely circulated paper by Ray T . Matheny (read at a Sunstone meeting
in Salt Lake City, Utah, on August 25, 1984) to denounce the Book of
Mormon. Professor Matheny now denies that the opinions presented in that
paper represent his own. He claims that he was merely offering a criticism
of the Book of Mormon that might be made by professional archaeologists
unsy mpathetic to its claims. For the text of a letter by Matheny, see
Wil1iam j . Hamblin, "Basic Methodological Problems with the AntiMormon Approach to the Geography and Archaeology of the Book of
Mormon," Journal of Book of Mormo" Srudies 211 (Spring 1993): 189- 91.
Various anti-Mormon polemicists have also been delighted by D. Michael
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But Reverend McKeever concludes that,

while the authors of New Approaches effectively question the historical aspects of the Book of Monnon, it is
disheartening to hear some of them still defending
Joseph Smith and the book he brought about. Especially
depressing is Anthony Hutchinson' s conclusion about
the Book of Mormon. Although he does not regard the
Book of Mormon as a historical work, he still views it as
a " work of scripture inspired by God ." (p. I)

To Hutchinson. ' God remains author of the Book of Mormon
viewed as the word of God, but Joseph Smith, in hi s construct,
would be the book' s inspired human author rather than its
inspired translator' (p. 2)."50 "Admittedly, such a conclusion,"
according to Reverend McKeever, "would be considered anathema to the great majority of Latter-day Saints. To conclude that
the Book of Mormon is not an ancient record is to admit Joseph
Smith was nothing less than a liar."5 1

Quinn's Early Mormonism and the Magic Wo rld View (Salt Lake Ci ty:
Signature Books, 1987). As far as 1 have been able to detennine, Quinn has
made no effort to respond to such use of his book. One might also take note
of the persistent reliance of Sandra and Jerald Tanner (through their Utah
Lighthouse Mini stry) on Quinn' s public ranting about his troubles with the
Brethren. I read a paper at a session of the Western History Associalion
meeting in San Antonio, Texas, on October 15, 198 1. Quinn organi zed this
session. In my paper, entitled "The Question of Faith and History," bu t
called by Quinn "A Critique of Mormon Historians," I criticized two Lalterday Saint historians (Marvin S. Hill and Klau s J. Hansen) for offering naturalistic explanations of Joseph Smith's prophetic charisms. Quinn rese nted
my audacity, and on November 4, 1981 he responded by attacking me, Elder
Ezra Taft Benson and Elder Boyd K. Packer. He circulated copies of his paper, as did the Tanners, who found it useful for thei r purposes. Quinn has
now made it available in an expanded version under the title "On Being a
Mormon Historian (and Its Aftermath)," in Smith, ed., Faithful History,
69~ 111. The Tanners are stil1 euphoric about his bizarre remarks, if what
they say in their Salt Lake City Messenger, for November 1993 (issue #85)
is any indication.
50 McKeever, "Questioning Joseph Sm ith's Role as Translator," 4.
51 Ibid . Reverend McKeever also correctly notes that New Approaches
"is peppered with cri tici sms against some of those researchers associated
with F.A.R.M.S. (Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies).
Many LOS look 10 F.A.R.M.S. as the final word when it comes 10
'prov ing' the Book of Mormon 10 be true (even though F.A.R.M.S. itself
never makes such a claim}."
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Finally, Reverend McKeever claims that New Approaches is
available through the anti· Mormon Utah Lighthouse Ministry
operated in Salt Lake City by Sandra and Jerald Tanner. 52 And
one must not forget the role played by Brent Metcalfe in fonnulating this weapon now in use by anti·Mormon publicists. [n
responding to the Reverend McKeever one is also thereby
responding to Brent Metcalfe, for their programs, unfortunately,
are the same as far as the Kingdom of God is concerned. But the
focus of my review is not Metcalfe, who is hardly a significant
figure in Mormon intellectual life. Instead, I will focus on the
chapter written by Tony Hutchinson, a long· time friend of
mine. 53

The Metcalfe Miasma-the Magic of Methodology
We have seen that New Approaches contains two different
understandings of the Book of Mormon. In spite of this, the
authors whose essays appear in Metcalfe's book agree that the
Book of Mormon is not an authentic ancient text. This agreement
includes the following unbeliefs:
(1) There was no real Lehi colony, that is, there were no
genuine but only fictional Nephites, and (2), as a corollary, no
ancient Nephite (neither Moroni nor Nephi) really visited Joseph
Smith, (3) there were no plates and hence the witnesses did not
see or touch anYlhing (and those who thought that they saw
52 McKeever. 4. The November 1993 issue (#85) of the bizarre periodic newsletter published by the Tanners, a thing called Salt Lake City
Messenger, does not seem to offer New Approaches for sale. It does, however, offer a number of other books by Signature Books. These include
George D. Smith, ed., Faithful Histo ry; "D. Michael Quinn, ed., The New
Mormon Hi story (Sal t Lake City: Signature Book s, 1991); Robert
Hullinger. Joseph Smith 's Response to Skepticism ; Rodger I. Anderson's
Joseph Smith 's New York Reputation Re-Examined (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1991 ). The Tanners also offer Sterling M. McMurrin' s
Theological Foundations of the Mormon Religion (Salt Lake City:
University of Utah Press, 1965). The reason the Tanners do not advertise
Metcalfe's New Approaches might be that the original printing has been
temP9rarilye)(hausted.
53 I have clashed before with Hutchinson over his desire to deny thai
the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient text in "The Challenge of
Historical Consciousness: Mormon History and the Encounter with Secular
Modernity," 543-45, 549- 50; "The Acids of Modernity and the Crisis in
Mormon Historiography," 207-8; and in "More Revisionist Legerdemain
and the Book of Mormon," 289, 301-4.
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plates were mistaken). (4) in dictating the Book of Mormon,
Joseph Smith provided nothing even faintly resembling a genuine translation into English of an ancient text, and (5) Joseph
Smith was the author of the Book of Monnon. Put another way,
the Book of Mannon is Joseph Smith's fiction.
Tony Hutchinson insists on all of these propositions, though
with qualifications not set forth in other essays in New

Approaches. Unlike most of those whose work appears in
Metcalfe's book, Hutchinson wants to make God the ultimate
source for the text of the Book of Mormon. He claims that God

"inspired" Joseph Smith to produce a fictional Book of
Mormon. But, as one might expect. Hutchinson is not clear

about whether he believes that Joseph Smith knew that he was
producing fiction that he passed off as a real history of real peo·
pies, or whether he was dissociative. that is. in a state of mindone must be delicate and avoid the word "mad"-such that he
simply could not teU the difference between making it up and
translating an ancient text. So there are two sides to Hutchinson:
one is rock·hard critical and demands that the Saints face the fact
that Joseph Smith made it all up either knowingly or unknow·
ingly, and the other, the mushy, sentimental side, wants the
Saints to believe that that is fine, because God "inspired" him to
do that. Reverend McKeever enjoys the one side but will have
nothing to do with the pious Hutchinson. And neither should the
Saints. Why?
All of the authors whose essays appear in New Approaches
seem to agree that the Book of Mormon is nineteenth·century
fiction. Hutchinson is emphatic in the use of the word fiction.
The others are more paraphrastic about the assumptions upon
which they operate. In addition, the authors whose works
Metcalfe has assembled insist that the Book of Mormon must be
understood in its original context, which they dogmatically
assume is nineteenth·century America, and not the ancient
world.
But, as we have already noted, Metcalfe'S stable of authors
disagree over whether turning the Book of Mormon into fiction
damages the faith or rescues the faithful from religious pompos·
ity, idolatry and confusion, as Hutchinson would have it. In
either case, the faith is radically transformed. The alternatives as
~hey present themselves in New Approaches include the follow·
mg:
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a. Some (Hutchinson, David P. Wright and perhaps Mark
D. Thomas) find Joseph Smith interesting and they find reli·
gious value in the Book of Monnon even or especially when it is
understood as fiction. For them it is "inspired" even if fictional.
b. The others, some overtly, others silently, disparage the
Book of Mormon precisely because they hold that it is fiction,
though they may grant that it might have language that some
would find inspiring. That is a far different argument from that
advanced by Hutchinson. It is, however, quite like the stance
taken by McMurrin and even Brodie, for that matter. 54
Nowhere in New Approaches does Metcalfe (or anyone else)
confront the problems these two competing accounts of the
Book of Mormon make for each other. Metcalfe does not indi·
cale that his readers will find in his book a conflict between two
factions, both of which view the Book of Mormon as fiction and
yet seemingly reac h different conclusions concerning its power
and authority. Hence, he makes no effort to resolve the question
of the effect the attack on the historicity of the Book of Monnon
mayor ought to have on the Saints or on people generally.
Metca lfe refers to the wonders of "critical methodology ,"
and how "fresh intellectual and spiritual vistas have been opened
54 There are at least two other approaches not taken into consideration
in New Approaches. In addition to the possibility that we are confronted
with an authentic ancient text that contai ns truths essential to salvationthe understanding common to Latter-day Saints fro m the beginning-there
is the additional possibility that the Book of Mormon is an authentic
ancient text and yet its leachings are not true. The author who is closest to
this position, Thomas G. Alexander. holds that the teachings found in the
Book of Mormon. as well as those taught by Joseph Sm ith until about
1835. were either drawn from or sim ilar to those found in orthodox nineteenth-century Protestant sources. See Alexander. "The Reconstruction of
MomlOn Doctrine: From Joseph Smith to Progressive Theology." Sunstone
5/4 (July- August 1980): 24- 33, at 24. Alexander argues that. after 1835,
Joseph Smith taught a theology radically inconsistent and discontinuous
from that foun d in the Book of Mormon. And it is the later teachings. what
he sees as the more liberal. optimistic teachings, that are true. He seems to
hold that God taught real Nephites what amounts to nineteenth-century
Protestant theology because they were primitives and could not comprehend
the truth. After getting the attention of Joseph Smith wilh those teachings,
God was able to effect a radical reconstruction of Mormon theology through
Joseph Smith that culminated in the King Follett Discourse. Those fon d of
Alexander's speculation about a radical reconstruction of Monnon theology
after 1835 should realize that he believes in the historical authenticity of the
Book of Monnon. He affirms that he would not remain a Latter-day Saint . if
he did not believe that there really were Nephites.
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up by viewing sacred literature from the vantage point of these

methods" (p. ix). These methods include, as we have seen,
"textual criticism, historical criticism, redaction criticism, form
criticism, structuralism and semiotics, narratology, economicand gender readings, and the application of sociology, anthropology, and archaeology" (p. ix). Charmed by Metcalfe's
promise of a great leap forward through the application of what
he labels "critical methodology," readers will come away from
New Approaches disappointed, and especially if they anticipate
the opening up of new spiritual vistas.
The reader may get a hint of what Metcalfe has in mind when
he asserts that "the application of literary- and historical-critical
methods to the Book of Monnon allows for the possibility that it
may be something other than literal history" (p. x). But does
Metcalfe sense that the applications of critical methods to the
Book of Mormon might also allow for the possibility that it
could be an authentic ancient history? If not, and there is nothing
in Metcalfe's "Preface," or anything else he has published, that
would suggest that he does, then he has involved himself in
question-begging even as he embellishes his ideology with
glossy labels in the hope of luring others into adopting his
stance.

When Not Knowing Is the Best Kind of Knowing
It turns out that Hutchinson is the only author who confronts
the question of the potential effect on the community of believers
that would flow from accepting the opinion that the Book of
Mormon is fiction. Rather than attempt to demonstrate that the
Book of Mormon is fiction 55 or show his readers how to make
sense out of the Book of Mormon by reading it as fiction, he
55 I wi ll not respond to Hutchinson's comments on the scholarship of
Hugh Nibley (pp. 8-10) and John L. Sorenson (pp. 10-11) other than to
point out that he merely mocks Nibley with an anecdote, and he conjures a
Straw Man out of what he innocently labels "the plain meaning" (see pp.
to-II for this odd language) of the Book of Mormon, which he then
brushes aside with ease as a way of countering Sorenson. The reader should
also note that Hutchinson appeals to the flawed essay by Deanne G.
Matheny in New Approaches to ground his confident claims about the deanh
of archaeological evidences supporting the Book of Mormon. In the 1987
version of Hutchinson's talk, he cited a paper by Ray T. Matheny, which its
author now claims did not represent his true views. It is hard to believe that
Hutchinson is well-informed in Mesoamerican archaeology.
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basically offers an apology for his revisioni st approach by
claiming that good things would come to the Saints by giving up
its claim to historicity (pp. 14-16).
I. According to Hutchin son, the Saints would begin to
"walk by faith" rather than sight. This claim turns out to be an
amorphous slogan, since in any case the Saints are dependent
upon faith understood as trust in God, and that trust depends
upon certain things actually having taken place. Hutchinson
would have them jettison the belief that God made available
through Joseph Smith so me ancient texts and substitute his
notion that God merely "inspired" Joseph Smith to fabricate
fiction to work out some of his own theological quandaries.
Hutchinson now grants, however, that even with his way of
seeing scripture, the believer must conclude that Jesus was
actually resurrected, or there is simply no ground for faith in any
meaningful sense. But does this not also imply that the Saints
must also believe in the incarnation of the preexistent Son of
God, as well as the later unequivocal resurrection of Jesus?
What Hutchinson wants excluded is the actual appearance of
Jesus to Nephite disciples somewhere in America, and then later
to Joseph Smith. Hence, the difference between Hutchinson's
amended "liberal Mormoni sm" and the faith of Latter-day Saints
turns out to be one of degree and not of kind. And some of the
arguments he uses to object to the historical authenticity of the
Book of Mormon can be used against his own fundamentals.
2. By understanding the Book of Mormon as fiction, the
Saints would cease being idolatrous. Hutchinson gives the word
"idolatry" a twist that allows him to accuse the Saints of being
idolatrous for accepting the Restored Gospel.56
3. For Hutchinson, Latter-day Saints are currently involved
in some dreaded fundamentalism presumably because they
believe that there really was a Lehi. But he has hi s own fundamentals. which seem to include the resurrection of Jesus. He
neglects to explain why his fundamentals are not vulnerable to
the charge of being still another instance of noxious fundamentalism. And he neither defines nor describes fundamentali sm as a
56 Of course, idolatry confronts the Saints. But it manifests itself in
the temptation to worship money, power, sex, reputation, some current fads
in the culture, the urge to find an accommodation with gentile religiosity in
the search for respectabili ty and so forth. And taking away the authority of
the Book of Mormon wipes away the single most powerful defense the
Saints have against such chains.

226

REVIEW OF BOOKS ONTI-IE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 ( 1994)

relig ious posture in twentieth-century America nor does he provide his own explicit definition.
4 . Hutchinson claims that Latter-day Saints are confronted
with the evil of what he calls authoritarian Church government.
If the reader is puzzled about the link between something called
authoritarian church government and believing that there really
was a Lehi, Hutchinson suggests that the one tends to foster the
other. Whut this seems to sugges t is that Hutc hin son has a
problem with the "authority" that he finds embedded in the
Restored Gospel. and nothing more.
5. Finally, ceasing to believe that there were real Nephites
will assist Latter-day Saints in avoiding absolute religious certainty. This claim loops back to the initial argument, that is, that
the less convinced we are of the truth of the Restored Gospel,
the better our spirit ual condition, since we must "walk by faith"
and so forth.
All this is presented as certain, not just as a possibility, by
Hutchin son. But he also hints at the loss he experienced when
he gave up believing that the Book of Mormon was an authentic
ancie nt hi story. He started out a primitive believer. He served a
miss ion for the Church without the benefit of his revisionist
ideology. But somewhere along the line the bottom dropped
out-he experienced the pain associated with coming to realize
that he had believed something that is simply not true-and hi s
rel ationship with the Saints has never been quite the same. How
could it? But he also claims that his new understanding is somehow liberating .57

Where Hutchinson Gets It Right
Since it should be clear that I disagree with much of what I
find in Hutchinson's essay, let me indicate some of the things
that I admire in "The Word of God Is Enough." First of all, I
admire Hutchin son's willingness to state openly what he
believes; he is anything but shy and retiring. And he does not
complain about being misunderstood. In addition, I appreciate
57 John Kunich, on the other hand, claims that "if our faith is strong,
it will withstand hard evidence" (p. 265). Wright finds Joseph Sm ith
"i nleresling and religiously relevant" (p. 166) or "religiously relevant and
sign ificant" (p. 21 1), even though he has abandoned the belief that Joseph
Smith visited with a figure from the past who ass isted him in gaining
access to the history of ancient peoples.
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his willingness to confront some of the arguments previously
advanced against his opining. Hutchinson is the first one who
has actually responded with something other than insults to my
arguments in behalf of the Book of Mormon.58
And there are a number of statements in Hutchinson's "The
Word of God Is Enough," including the title, with which I am in
agreement. These include the following:
1. I agree with some of Hutchinson's historical observations. For instance, he is right in asserting that the "early Latterday Saints were brought together as a people by the publication
of the Book of Mormon" (p. 3). And they are currently kept
together by that book, which is for them normative both in what
it teaches and as a symbol forming and framing the community
of faith and memory.
2. Hence I agree with Hutchinson's claim that "belief in the
Book of Mormon and Bible as the word of God has been an
essential element of LDS faith from its beginning" (p. 3).
3. I also agree with Hutchinson's claim that "to abandon a
confession in either book's scriptural status would constitute a
profound disjunction or break in the continuity of LDS faith
tradition" (p. 3).
4. It is also right for him to admit that "to abandon such a
confession of God's role in bringing forth the book would be to
remove oneself from that separate identity" (p. 4).
S. And hence I also agree that "to the degree that we disparage the holiness and value of the Book of Mormon, we alienate
ourselves from the LDS tradition and define ourselves as outside
of that tradition" (p. 4).

58 Ashmenl, like Metcalfe, has a difficult time dealing with criticisms. About the best that Ashment can do is complain that those who reject his revisionist stance are "apologists," or have an "apologetic agendum"
that somehow makes it impossible for them to deal with evidences or arguments. For instances of this abuse of language, since everyone is an apologist for-that is, a defender of- some position, see Ashment's remarks in
his The Use of Egyptian Magical Papyri to Authenticate the Book of
Abraham: A Critical Review (Salt Lake City: privately printed by Resource
Communications for the author, 1993), 19-20,22; his "Historiography of
the Canon," in Faithful History, 286 (where he turns me into an
"objectivist apologist"), 290--95; and his curious remarks about "apologists"
in his contribution to New Approaches (pp. 331,374- 75).
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The Scripture.Fiction Conundrum
Hutchinson's essay was originally a paper read under the
title "The Word of God Is Enough: The Book of Mormon as
Nineteenth-Century Fiction" at the 1987 Washington Sunstone
Symposium (15-16 May 1987). The word "scripture" has now
been substituted for the word "fiction" in the version of this talk
published in New Approaches. In his original remarks he
insisted that the Book of Mormon is "nineteenth-century fiction"
but that it can still somehow be considered "inspired" and hence
can continue to constitute "scripture" for Latter-day Saints. The
link between "fiction" and "scripture" is retained in the published
version of his talk.
Hutchinson began his comments with the following assertions: The Saints must "confess in faith that the Book of
Mormon is the word of God," but also "abandon claims that it is
a [sic) historical record" (p. I); it is "a work of scripture inspired
by God," but "one that has as its human author, Joseph Smith,
Jr." (p. I). The consequences of accepting these propositions,
according to Hutchinson, would be as follows: "The Book of
Mormon would not be a sign of the uniqueness of Mormonism
and warrant of its authority and truthfulness" (p. 1). Joseph
Smith, in his scenario, "remains a prophet called by God to be
an instrument in founding a uniquely vital form of Christianity
which in crucial ways restores the experience of God enjoyed by
the earliest Christians" (p. 2), but nothing authentically ancient
was restored. Joseph Smith is thus seen by Hutchinson as the
"inspired human author" of the Book of Mormon (p. 2). But
then something has to give and we are next told that
"inspiration" needs a retOOling in "usage and understanding"
(p. 2). Such a retooling is necessary to avoid idolatry-the
idolatry presumably found in understanding the Book of
Mormon as a sign of God's having opened the heavens once
again.
After setting out these and other related opinions,
Hutchinson concludes by claiming that "if there is anything in
what I am saying it is the notion that ultimately whether the
Book of Mormon is ancient really does not matter. The threat of
idolatry I mention only exists when one consciously decides that
antiquity does matter" (p. l6). Hutchinson has made a conscious
decision that the Book of Mormon is not an authentic ancient
text. What matters for Hutchinson is attacking what the book
itself claims, what Joseph Smith taught, and what the faithful
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Saints have always taken as a given. And what really matters is
finding a way of transforming the Church into something much
more along the lines of an imaginary liberal Protestant community.
For Hutchinson, Joseph Smith's flawed notions about folk
magic, anthropology, and other such matters "inform the book's
very self-conception and presentation," even though they are
"not found in the book" (p. 5). Why then. if these charges are
true, should the Saints accept the Book of Mormon as scripture?
Hutchinson accepts the secular notion that scripture merely provides a myth for the faithful.
"I shall ... go on to explain some of the reasons I think we
should view it as nineteenth-century (fiction] rather than [as an]
ancient scripture (book]" (p. 2 with insertions in brackets of language from the 1987 version). These reasons [for thinking of it
as nineteenth-century fiction] shall be grouped under two headings: (1) considerations of reasonableness, evidence, and
methodology; (2) considerations of religion and theology" (p. 3,
again with language from the 1987 version inserted within
brackets). Hutchinson now claims to "agree with the current
LDS orthodox approaches to the book" (p. 4). In 1987 this sentence read as follows: "On this point I am in absolute agreement
with current LDS orthodox approaches to the Book of Mormon
and its critics. I differ with these [orthodox approaches]. however, in two major areas: one, whereas they believe viewing the
book as nineteenth-century fiction disparages it, I do not" (p. 2).
And immediately after a quotation from Joseph Smith taken from
the Far West Record, in 1987 Hutchinson included the following: "Now why should we view it as nineteenth-century fiction?" This was removed in the 1993 redaction. "Of course if
your conception of scripture expands so as to allow error and
even fiction, you can accept its religious value while keeping
rational about its claims" (p. 11 and in the 1987 version, p. 4).
Hutchinson also opines that "understanding the Book of
Mormon as a fictional work of nineteenth-century scripture has
real advantages" (p. 17).
We can see that in the 1993 version of Hutchinson's talk the
word "scripture" has been substituted for the word "fiction" in
most but not all instances. The following is an exhaustive list of
such changes:
I. In the title (p. I; 1987 version p. I).
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2. "I think we should view it as nineteenth-century [fictionJ
rather than an ancient [book] scripture" (p. 2; 1987 version. p. 1
where the word "scripture" takes the place of the word "book").
3. "These reasons [for thinking of it as nineteenth-century

fiction] shall be grouped under two headings" (pp. 2-3; 1987
version, p. 1).
4. "I differ with these [orthodox approaches], however, in
two major areas: one, whereas they believe viewing the book as
nineteenth-century fiction disparages it, I do not" (p. 2; 1987
version. p. 2).
5. "Now, why should we view it as nineteenth-century fiction?" (p. 8; 1987 version, p. 2).
6. "Of course if your conception of scripture expands so as
to allow error and even fiction, you can accept its religious value
while keeping rational about its claims" (pp. 10-11; 1987 version, p. 4).
7. "Understanding the Book of Mormon as a fictional work
of nineteenth-century scripture has real advantages" (p. 17; 1987
redaction p. 9).

With Retooling One Can Be Fashionably "Liberal"
If the Book of Mormon is understood as fiction (that is,
"inspired by God in the same way that the Bible is inspired"
[1]), what changes does Hutchinson think would have to be
made in Latter-day Saint understanding? According to
Hutchinson, "our overall approach should not be substantially
changed by abandoning insistence on the book's ancient origin"
(p. 1). But some things would change. For example, "our general use of the book as an apologetic argument or a sign of the
uniqueness of Mormonism and warrant of its authority and usefulness" (p. I) would be changed.
Presumably it is not a substantial change to cease believing
that the Book of Mormon is an authentic account of a real Lehi
colony after having that belief constitute a key element of the
faith of Latter-day Saints since 1830. Such a change would be a
minor readjustment, according to Hutchinson. Why? He does
not say. He merely moves on to "another change."
The Book of Mormon, given Hutchinson's stance, could not
be cited as evidence that Joseph Smith was God's prophet, nor
could it be cited as evidence that God actually restored anything.
Hutchinson does, however, continue to talk about the Book of
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Mormon, when understood as fiction, being "reliable in conveying the truth of the restored gospel when read and used in faith
and repentance" (p. I).
Since the Book of Mormon "would be seen as literary and
theological products of nineteenth-century America" (pp. 1-2),
Latter-day Saints would, upon adopting the stance advocated by
Hutchinson. change the way they "tend to approach detailed
interpretation of the book's text and meanings" (p. 1). They
would be forced to see the Book of Mormon as containing "an
account of the origins of the American Indians and their relation
to ancient biblical stories as conceived by its nineteenth-century
author, Joseph Smith" (p. I).
Perhaps we should ask what would not be changed, if the
Church were to adopt Hutchinson'S proposal? "God remains the
author of the Book of Mormon when viewed as the word of
God" (p. 2). Joseph Smith "remains a prophet called by God to
be an instrument in founding a uniquely vital form of
Christianity which in crucial ways restores the experience of
God enjoyed by the earliest Christians" (p. 2).
In Hutchinson's view, Joseph Smith was not a translator of
ancient texts, and, hence, the Book of Mormon is not a restoration of somcthing genuinely ancient. Nor is Joseph Smith a
prophct in the way he and his followers have previously understood. In order for Hutchinson'S theory to work, he must radically alter the understanding of revelation contained in the Book
of Mormon and implicit in the story told by Joseph Smith. He
will allow Joseph Smith to be a "prophet" if and only if we
allow him to teU us what constitutes prophecy.
Hence he admits that "there are compelling reasons for
undertaking a retooling of LDS usage and understanding of such
terms as translation and inspiration" (p. 2). Without fundamental
changes in the Latter-day Saint understanding of what constitutes a prophet (and divine revelation), Hutchinson ' s theory is
incoherent. But with the necessary changes. it becomes radically
inconsistent with what has gone before. Hence he refers to the
';weaknesses in the current LOS understanding of the Book of
Mormon" (p. 2), the identification of which rests on his private
credo-on what he believes. And it turns out that what he
believes runs directly counter to what is contained in the Book of
Mormon. Hence the following; "I believe that the word of God
or the gospel of Jesus Christ is ill-served if not undermined" by
focusing on the Book of Mormon's "claims about itself and its

232

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TIiE BOOK OF MORMON 6/ 1 (1994)

value as a sign authenticating LDS religious life" (p. 2).
Presumably the gospel, as Hutchinson understands it, would be
better served by understanding the Book of Mormon "as a nineteenth-century reworking of the biblical tradition" (p. 2), that is,
as fiction.
Hutchinson addresses "briefly the question of w hy Latterday Saints should accept the book as scripture and whether it is
possible (0 hold such a belief without accepting the book 's claim
to [be an authentic] ancient history" (p. 2). He then provides

what he caUs "personal theological reflections on why we [LDS]
like to use the Book of Mormon as a sign rather than normati ve
scripture" (p. 3), as if those were mutually exclusive alternatives. This is an argument borrowed from an essay by A. Bruce

Lindgren, c urren tly World Secretary to the RLDS First
Presidency.59 What Hutchinson seems to assume is that the
Book of Mormon must be seen as either a sign that God has
acted to restore the gospel by providing us with a knowledge of
his dealings with the Lehi colony or "as normative scripture"
(p. 3). But can it be the one without being the other? The Book
of Mormon functions in the life of believers as both a sign that
God has acted to restore his gospel, and as the content of that
restoration; it is both a sign and a norm. In fact, it can not
genuinely serve as either without serving as both. One can see
that by asking the question: "Why wou ld one submit to the
authority of the Book of Mormon when it was believed to be
merely nineteenth-century fiction?" Hutchinson has, in fact, got
the question figured out: "Why should Latter-day Saints accept
the Book of Mormon as the word of God?" (p. 3). And to his
credit he attempts to answer this question , but in an odd way.
Instead of attempting to show that the book is true, Hutchinson
tells a story . He report s that "early Latter-day Saints were
brought together as a people by publication of the Book of
Mormon" (p. 3). This is perfectly obvious. But it is only part of
the story . It was not merely the act of publication that constituted
a believing community of Saints, but their actually believing that
the book was what it claimed to be. Hutchinson is now in the
business of telling us that those so gathered were mistaken in
their belief, for the book was not what it claimed to be, but was
59 Hutchinson draws on an argument "well-outl ined by RLDS writer
Bruce Lindgren" {po I of 1987 version} . For a detailed criticism of
Lindgren's speculation, see Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain and
the Book of Mormon,·· 26 1. 27 1- 77.
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Joseph Smith's fiction in which he attempted to orient himself
and others to the world by reworking the biblical stories.
Hutchinson then speaks of a "strident primitivist commitment" that only David Whitmer retained (p. 3). "In Whitmer's
account [in 1887, by the way], belief in the prophetic calling of
Joseph Smith was secondary and peripheral" (p. 3) to the Book
of Mormon. From a paraphrase of Whitmer's 1887 account,
written long after he had severed his relations with Joseph Smith
and the Restored Gospel, Hutchinson draws the conclusion that
"Smith's preeminence in the early LOS community stemmed
from his role in bringing forth the Book of Mormon rather than
his claim to prophetic gifts. It was the Book of Mormon which
drew seekers together" (p. 3). If we grant that Hutchinson might
be correct on this point, we must ask how that would justify our
not accepting the Book of Mormon as an authentic ancient history, but treating it as nineteenth-century fiction. Hutchinson
actually reaches the conclusion that "belief in the Book of
Mormon and Bible as the word of God has been an essential
element of the LOS faith from the beginning. To abandon a confession of either book's scriptural status would constitute a profound disjunction or break in the continuity of LDS faith tradition" (p. 3). Of course, Hutchinson is on the right track when he
makes this assertion. What he must show is that, by treating the
Book of Mormon as fiction, he has not made a radical break
with tradition, but merely a minor readjustment to avoid dreaded
evils such as "fundamentalism" and "idolatry."
We can leave out reference to Whitmer'S 1887 account, and
we can also drop from Hutchinson's argument any reference to
abandoning belief that the Bible is the word of God. These are
not the issues Hutchinson was presumably addressing. That
does not mean that he should not have addressed those who
have such a desire. But to have done so would have put him in
opposition to the agenda being promoted and financed by
George O. Smith, and it could very well have made his essay
unacceptable to Brent Lee Metcalfe. Clearly Hutchinson has his
guns aimed at believing Latter-day Saints and not at those like
Metcalfe, Ashment and Vogel and others on the fringes of the
Mormon community who have simply abandoned belief,
To this point what Hutchinson's argument amounts to, when
the irrelevant elements are removed, are the following propositions:
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1. Early Latter-day Saints were brought together by the

Book of Mormon.
2. Confidence in and dependence upon the Book of
Mormon was at the beginning and still is and must remain an
essential element of the faith of Latter-day Saints.
Therefore, according to Hutchinson, an outright abandonment or even lessening of the Book of Mormon as a normative
text by Latter-day Saints would constitute what he calls "a radical disjunction or break in the continuity of LDS faith tradition"
(p. 3), and tragic consequences for the community would necessarily follow.
Why then struggle to tum the Book of Mormon into fiction?
What Hutchinson argues is that the Book of Mormon, when
seen as Joseph Smith's fiction, can still be thought of as normative. What he wants to guard against is the clear recognition by
his readers that he is proposing just such a radica1 break. with the
traditional faith of Latter-day Saints. We can see just how radica1
the break proposed by Hutchinson is by asking some questions:
I . Have the Saints ever thought that the Book of Mormon
was Joseph Smith's fiction?
2. Have the Saints ever considered an understanding of the
Book of Mormon as fiction, as a reason for considering it the
word of God?
Hutchinson's effort to answer the question of why the Saints
ought to accept the Book of Mormon as the word of God inadvertently makes a case for not treating it as fiction, since it has
(a) never been understood that way, and (b) it is crucia1 for the
Latter-day Saint community that it be received as the word of
God. Hence, his convoluted answer to why Latter-day Saints
should accept the Book of Mormon as the word of God moves
to a hypothetical "if we confess that LOS people were somehow
brought together and preserved by God, then it follows that
God's hand was at work in bringing forth the book which gave
this group of Christians their separate existence. To abandon
such a confession of God's role in bringing forth the book
would be to remove oneself from that separate community"
(p. 4). That seems to be exactly what Vogel has done officially.
and Metcalfe. Larson, Ashment, and perhaps others whose
essays appear in New Approaches have done unofficially.
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What Makes the Book of Mormon Normative?
Hutchinson also notes that merely believing that God had a
hand in bringing forth the Book of Monnon would not make it
normative for an individual or for the community of Saints. But
holding that God had a hand in bringing it forth, something not
accepted by a number of authors whose essays appear in New
Approaches, is a necessary precondition for having the book
actually serve as a norm for the Saints.60 Hutchinson is corre<.;t
when he asserts that "to the degree that we disparage the holiness and value of the Book of Mormon, we alienate ourselves
from the LOS tradition and define ourselves as outside that tradition" (p. 4).
The real question, as Hutchinson more or less senses, is the
following: "Can the Book of Mormon hold value as scripture if
it is not an ancient book?" (p. 4). Does one not disparage the
Book of Mormon if one rejects its claims about itself-that is,
that it is an authentic ancient text? At this point in his essay, he
objects to my earlier arguments against his effort to turn the
Book of Mormon into fiction, while attempting to retain something of its function as a norm for the believer. Hutchinson
claims that my argument misses the point about what constitutes
scripture "and how it relates to faith" (p. 4). But instead of confronting my argument, he wants to defend the rather odd notion
that a text could make false claims about itself, that is, be incorrect "in all its major claims," and still be considered scripture (by
which he presumably means the word of God) and also be normative for the community of Saints. He thus baldly denies that
the message of the Book of Mormon is "made irrelevant or less
than a part of the normative canon of scripture when the book is
understood as fiction" (p. 5).61
For Hutchinson, scripture "transcends issues of mere historical curiosity" (p. 5). In one sense this is obviously true. When
believers encounter the story of Jesus of Nazareth and his
teachings, sufferings, death and resurrection, their interest in the
text moves beyond mere historical curiosity. But that does not
60 By "norm" I mean a "canon" (or measuring rod) for the faith of the
Saints.
61 When the Book of Mormon is read as nineteenth-century fiction,
"the message remains of a God involved in history" and so forth (p. 5). This
leaves open the possibility that any work of fiction that happens to have
something about God being involved in history has a claim to being
"scripture."
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mean that they no longer care whether there was a Jesus or
whether he was resurrected. It is precisely their concern about
the reality of such matters that takes them past mere historical
curiosity about some ancient Palestinian peasant.

Myth and Scripture-the Fatal Embrace
In the case of the Book of Murmon and the account of ils
coming forth, efforts to tum it and the story linked to it into a
myth, understood as fiction, "inspired" or otherwise, radically
undercut its authority. I have made this argument a number of
times and in two instances in direct response to an earlier version

of Hutchinson's essay. He has chosen to respond to that portion
of my criticism of his ideology. Hence, he now objects to my
earlier arguments against his efforts to read the Book of Mormon
as "inspired" fiction on the assumption that adding the word
"inspired" will somehow retain a faint role for that text as the
word of God. He denies that the message of the Book of
Mormon is "made irrelevant or less than a part of the normative
canon of scripture when the book is understood as" fiction
(p. 5).

Scripture, Hutchinson claims, "transcends issues of mere
historical curiosity" (p. 5). Hence it simply does not matter that
scripture is fictional and in that sense merely mythological. Why
is that so? Because scripture, according to Hutchinson. is myth.
What else could it be? And Hutchinson has a theory about the
relationship between what he calls "myth and its historical
claims" (p. 5), since the sacred texts make genuinely historical
and not merely mythic claims. Hutchinson argues that these
historical claims are, with one exception, entirely irrelevant and
also simply nO( true. Myth. according to Hutchinson, "means
faith or religious belief, even theology. cast in story or narrative
form rather than simply listed propositions" (p. 5). There is a
corollary: the truth and hence authority of a narrative only
depends upon historical reality when "this historical reality is
somehow directly related to the reality the myth seeks to mediate" (p. 5). What exactly constitutes being "somehow directly
related"? Hutchinson will grant that the truth of the message of
the New Testament depends upon whether Jesus was killed and
then later as a resurrected being reappeared to his disciples.
Hutchinson then refers to his own "acceptance of the Book
of Mormon as scripture" (p. 5), even though he flatly rejects
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even the possibi lity that it is an authentic ancient text. And he
brushes aside as foo lishness and idolatry the traditional understanding of the Saints that the Book of Mormon message is
si mply true. In stead, he thinks that the Book of Mormon is
simply incorrect "in all its major claims" about itself (p. 5). but it
still is normative for the community of Saints. Is this believable?
Why the Fuss?

There are several possible ways of understanding the Book
of Mormon. including the following:
1. The Book of Mormon is true history and the word of
God. This, of course, is the traditional belief of Latter-day
Saints.
2. The Book of Mormon is true hi story but not the word of
God. With one minor exception, no one has advanced this theory.
3. The Book of Mormon is false history, that is, it is not
really a hi story at all . but is, instead, fiction, myth, a nineteenthcentury imitation or reworking of the Bible. But it is still the
word of God for those who understand the word of God to be
essentiall y mythologi cal and who want to retain their ties to the
Mormon community. Hutchinson and Wright provide the best
examples.
4 . The Book of Mormon is not an authentic ancient text and
also Ihercfore not the word of God. Examples can be found in
the wr itin gs of Vogel, Ashment, Larson, Metcalfe and
McMurdn. This is also the Evangelical Fundamentalist line on
the Book of Mormon.
S. The Book of Mormon is a true hi story but its teachings
were ex panded and hence radically modified by Joseph Smith in
an effort to accommodate them to its immediate nineteenth-century audiencc.62

62 Blake T. Ostler is best known for what he (,;alls an expansion theory of the Book of Mormon. He argues that the book is an authentic ancient
history but that Joseph Sm ith expanded the teachings of real Nephites in an
effort to address contemporary theological issues being debated in the
nineteenth-century. See Ostler, "The Book of Mormon as a Modern
Expansion of an Ancient Source," Dialogue 2011 (Spring 1987): 66-123.
Ostler is taken to task in New Approaches by Hutchinson (pp. 11-12),
Vogel (p. 48). and David P. Wright (p. 207 n. 89), although Melodie
Moench Charles (p. 94) cites Ostler with approval.
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Hutchinson's position is that there are what he calls
"religious and theological reasons" for not reading the Book of
Mormon as history and hence for rejecting it as an authentic
ancient text. He argues that to believe that the Book of Mormon
is an authentic history of real peoples "tends to wpport absolute
religious certainty when it comes to revealed religion" (p. 14).

The silent premise behind this assertion is that, when con·
fronting what claims to be a divine revelation. we must remain in
a perpetual state of uncertainty. Then Hutchinson insists that

"such beliefs also tend to support the authority of those who
claim a similar status" (p. 14). In addition, accepting the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon "fosters a sense of sec~
tarian advantage" (p. 15). And he also opines that the Book of
Mormon "presents revelation as clear, uncertain, and unmixed."
This is clearly contrary to his understanding of "religion." And,
finally, when the Book of Mormon is read as an authentic
ancient text, "it draws a specific picture of the resurrected
Jesus," and hence presumably disparages "conflicting images of
Jesus" (p. 15). All of these, according to Hutchinson, work
"against basic Christian values of humility, walking by faith and
not by sight, and brotherly kindness" (p. 15).
And accepting such views "tends to support generally fun~
damentalist approaches to scripture" (p. 15). Though Hutchinson does not explain what is commonly meant by or even what
he means by "fundamentalist," a twentieth-century Protestant
label, whatever it is turns out to be very bad since "Fundamentalism is legalistic" and "Jesus despised legalism" (p. IS).
But how can we be certain, since that opinion is one of many
conflicting pictures of Jesus? And he presumably is annoyed
when a picture of Jesus is privileged.
Hutchinson claims that "all of these basic religious effects of
supporting Book of Mormon antiquity are contrary to the
gospel" (p. IS). But. of course, his notion of what constitutes
the gospel is determined by a liberal sectarian religious ideology
that rests on sources other than the Book of Mormon and in
conflict with the Restored GospeL Hutchinson knows that there
are problems with this bald assertion, for he has to qualify his
claims. Why? To push the unqualified assertion would be to
hold that Latter-day Saints are "anti-gospel per se" (p. 15), and
such a stance is not likely to have much appeal even with cultural
Mormons, though it would be attractive to anti-Mormons.
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So Hutchinson shifts his grounds and comes up with the
nOlion that it is only scholars who continue to support the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon who are involved in
idolatry and are opposing the gospel as he understands such
things. Then he gives an account of idolatry in which idols are
"allowed or even encouraged" by God at certain times "to help
people focus their thoughts on something beyond" (p. 15). So it
was that Joseph Smith and the Saints were permitted to worship
with and through idols like the Book of Mormon. That was not
the bad kind of idolatry. The bad kind comes onto the stage only
when scholars take seriously the possibility that there really was
a Lehi colony and that the resurrected Jesus of Nazareth actually
visited a remnant of Lehi's descendants. These unnamed scholars are antigospeJ and guilty of idolatry because they continue to
believe what has always been believed by faithful Latter-day
Saints. Instead. they should accept some of the current theological speculations of some liberal Protestant (and Catholic) theologians and biblical sc holars who want to deliteralize the historical elements. in the Bible by providing essentially naturalistic
accounts of what otherwise appear to be genuine prophetic
charisms. Then would they be in a position to avoid the bad
idolatry.
Idolatry has come "to mean setting up a symbol of the image
in the place of God which it represented" (p. 15). Hence " it is in
this sense that persistent and evidence-despising stubborn support of Book of Mormon antiquity can be idolatrous" (p. 15).
"An image of God, an image of Jesus, is set up in the stead of
Jesus" (p. 16). Of course, in one sense this is true. But how
could it be otherwise? We depend upon texts that open a window to the divine. If those texts are mythological in the sense of
being fictional, it is difficult to see how they can point beyond
themselves to reality. Instead, they become at best mere
emblems of sentimental moralism. But Hutchinson does not
seem to be really interested in sorting these things out. What he
is interested in doing is conducting a war against those
determined to read the Book of Mormon as an authentic ancient
text that opens a window on reality. "The Book of Mormon,"
accordingly, "becomes a stumbling block, a real barrier in our
spiritual paths" (p. 16) when we see in it reality. rather than
merely a kind of chartering myth.
Hutchinson holds that what he calls "faith stories or myths"
play upon the minds of children (p. 16), and there is nothing
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wrong with that. But they should be seen by adults as fictional,
according to Hutchinson. Stories for children or child-like adults
help them cope with the world, according to Bruno Betlelheim,
and Hutchinson appropriates that commonplace as his explanation for the Latter-day Saint way of reading the Book of
Mormon. So, for him, the question now confronting Mormon
scholars, if not the leaders and members of the Church, is how
to find a way to gracefully shift doctrinal gears regarding the
Book of Mormon. "1 am not calling for the church to come out
next year with a confession that tbey were wrong on the Book of

Mormon, that Smith got it wrong, and that we all need to
become enlightened. post-critical Latter-day Saints" (p. 16). But
exactly why not? Because Hutchinson does not think such an
announcement is forthcoming? Or because he senses that it
would have detrimental consequences for the life of the Saints?
But Hutchinson is clearly advocating that properly enlightened
Monnon intellectuals begin to advance his revisionist agenda.

Plausibility
"Can the Book of Mormon hold value as scripture if it is not
an ancient book?" (p. 4). Hutchinson insists that the Book of
Mormon was "written by an inspired prophet of the nineteenth
century" (p. 5). But for his theory to appear plausible, he has to
shift to other matters. Hence he speaks of "the general question
of how scripture in its gestalt transcends issues of mere histori·
cal curiosity" (p. 5). And then he begins to talk, as we have
seen, of "scripture as myth" (p. 5). And he assures his readers
that he does not mean by "myth" a false story or superstition.
Instead, he has in mind something like faith cast in story form.
But he also admits that "the religious power of myth (when
understood as faith cast in story form] in scriptural narrative in
some ways depends on the historical reality of the events or per·
sons it describes-but only when this historical reality is some·
how directly related to the reality the myth seeks to mediate"
(p. 5). "The power of a myth about redemption through Christ
crucified and resurrected ... seems to me directly dependent on
whether Jesus in fact died and then bodily reappeared to his dis·
ciples." To me it also depends upon whether Jesus actually vis·
ited Joseph Smith.
Earlier I attempted to extend Hutchinson's somewhat reluc·
tant acceptance of the necessity of believing that Jesus was res·
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urrected to include belief that Joseph Smith actually visited with
an angel or there really being a Lehi colony. Hutchinson declines
to respond to my argument. Instead, he claims to believe in
angels, though not ones with names like Moroni or Nephi. And
he claims that I have not taken seriously the intensity of his
acceptance of the "Mormon myth." And he then boasts of his
"desire to have a genuine religious experience within the LDS
community" (p. 6). And finally he grants that he can appeal
"only to personal experience" (p. 6) to justify his stance. "(
happen to believe in angels and believe that Joseph Smith was
visited by them" (p. 6), though he equivocates on what counts
as an angel and a visit.
Hutchinson blunts the force of his confession by asserting
that "such events are so out of the ordinary that they are easily
understood by their recipients in a variety of ways over their
lives" (p. 6). And in the very next sentence he grants that "such
things as visions and the visitations of angels after all are not
uncommon even among loday's Latter-day Saints" (p. 6). What
follows is his account of what he thinks was a "development" in
Joseph Smith's understanding of his experience with angels and
the coming forth of the Book of Mormon. He argues that Joseph
Smith initially was visited by an amorphous, generic "angel" and
only later began to embell ish this visit (for theological purposes)
into a character in his fict ion by the name of Moroni.63 He is
forced into th is sophistry because otherwise he would end up
having Joseph Smith "visit" with a figure from his imagination.
Hutchinson is forced into this rationalization precisely
because he wants to get rid of real Nephites, while retaining for
sentimental reasons some vestiges of angels in his "faith story."
Hence he has had to shift to generic angels. And in order to do
that he has to attribute the use of the names Moroni or Nephi for
the angels who visited Joseph Smith to later recasting of the
story by Joseph Smith for "lheological reasons." He lhen has to
explain away the plates; they have to become "visionary"-more
or less than actual artifacts. And something has to blur the testimony of the witnesses to the plates and the angel.
In this way Hutchinson manages to turn the story of Joseph
Smith and the Book of Mormon into the elements of a grand
"myth," and by doing that it ceases to be of interest, except for
63 Since the earliest texts do not provide a name for the angelic visitor, Hutchinson concludes thaI Moroni was not a real individual in the
ancient world.
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sentimental purposes. But Hutchinson goes even further, since
he then demythologizes the myth and ends up with platitudes
about following Jesus, living by faith rather than sight, and so
forth. This is a path already taken by Protestant liberals. And it
caught on in Gennan academic circles in the 1830s.

Miracle, Myth, and History
As we have seen, Hutchinson is anxious to exempt the resurrection of Jesus from his effort to turn into "myth" the
prophetic truth claims contained in the scriptures. Hi s stance on
this matter can be compared and contrasted with a recent effort
by cu!lural Mormons 10 legitimize a naturalistic explanation of
key elements in the understanding of Jesus. In a volume released
by Signature Books in 1990. we find the following:
Nothing in the evangelists' accounts has generated
more concern, produced more discussion, or elicited
more controversy than the accounts of Jesus's miracles.
In the main tradition of Christianity, they have generally
been accepted as literally true. The more skeptical have
rejected their historicity with varying explanations for
their inclusion in the Gospels. Those explanations have
referred to the credulity, superstition, and mythical
propensities of the early Christians and the Gospel writers, the attempts of the early church to celebrate the
supernatural powers of Jesus to establish conclusively
his messiahship and to place him in the line of prophets
as harbinger of the Kingdom, the Son of God. The miracles have been variously treated as literal truths, myths,
legends, allegories, and symbols. 64
Obert C. Tanner, Lewis M. Rogers and Sterling M.
McMurrin, the authors of Toward Understanding the New
Testament,65 claim Ihat "a full consideration of the miracles" in
Ihe New Testament. "of course, includes not only those
allegedly performed by Jesus but also the accounts of his
64 Obert C. Tanner, Lewis M. Rogers, and Sterling M. McMurrin,
Toward Understanding the New Testamenr (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1990),88-89.
65 This title seems to have been an adapted from Howard Clark Kee.
C. F. Young, and K. Forelich, Understanding the New Testament, 4th ed.
(Englewood Cliffs. NJ: Prentice-Hall , 1983).
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miracu lous birth, hi s resurrection, hi s appearances to the
disciples, and his ascension."66
These authors then recommend , as "an interesting, exhaustive treatment of the problem of the miracles, ... the early
(1835) monumental work by David Friedrich Strauss. "67 In so
doing. they thereby reach back to a primary source for the treatment of th e resurrection and related materials in the New
Testament as mythological. They do so because they are confident that , in what they caJi "an age of science and scientific intelligence,"68 those who are skeptical reject the hi storicity of the
miraculous because it appears to be mythological.
Tanner, Rogers. and McMurrin then claim that "the problem
of miracles in the New Testament cannot be divorced from the
analysis of myth and its prevalence in Jewi sh eschatology of
Jes us' tim e."69 They also claim that Rudolf Bultmann 's
"concept of demythologizing the New Testament ... contributed importantly to the enthusiasm for biblical study over the
last several decades."70 They recommend a little book by
Bultmann in which he grounds hi s demand for demythologization on the assumption that "the whole conception of the world
which is presupposed in the preaching of Jesus in the New
Testament is mythologicaL" New Testament writers take for
granted "the intervention of supernatural powers in the course of
events, and the conception of miracles," and so forth. According
to Bultmann. such a "conception of the world we call mythological because it is different from the conception of the world
which has been formed and developed by science ... and which
has been accepted by all modern men." He also insists that "the
modern st udy of history ... does not take into account any
intervention of God ... in the course of history. In stead, the
course of history is considered to be an unbroken whole, complete in itself."71
For Tannc:r, Rogt:rs. and McMurrin the relation ship of myth
and history goes back to David Strauss, who gained notoriety in
66
67
68
69

Toward Undemanding the New Testament, 89.
Ibid .. 89n . 19.
Ibid ., 75.
Ibid., 75-76.
70 Ibid., 76 n.39.
71 Bullmann, Jesus Christ GIld MYlhology (New York: Scribner,
1958), 15. He has in mind a universe closed to the actions of deity, which
he describes as the "transcendent," whatever that means.
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1835 when he published his famous The Life of Jesus.72
According to Edgar Krentz. "Strauss began the 'really significant era of criticism of the New Testament' with the publication
of Das Leben Jesu (1935). Strauss, in part, still a child of
rationalism," according to Krentz, denied "the historicity of all
miracles, the resurrection, and most of the content of the
Gospels. However, he tried to save the eternal truths contained
in [what he thought were] the historically dubious materials [in
the New Testament] through the concept of myth."73 What he
included within the category of the so-called "mythological"
were stories that he regarded as merely metaphorical vehicles
through which some "spiritual" or perhaps moral truths might
have been conveyed to discerning readers. He treated what he
considered mythological as parabolic or hi ghly symbolic ,
thereby turning much of the New Testament into (I) legends
intended to ennoble Jesus, (2) historical myths which clothe the
picture of Jesus by mingling fact and fiction, and (3) pure myth
drawn upon to frame the entire text in mess ianic expectations
and to see God directly at work in human affairs.
Something like thi s is what Hutchinson's program involves,
though his is neither sophisticated nor carefully reasoned. And
Hutchinson's program is not the one necessarily recommended
by McMurrin or followed by at least some other authors whose
essays appear in New Approaches. Hutchinson's program
shares with David Strauss the idea that some "spi ritual" truths
72 Given their awareness of Kee's popular textbook, it is odd that
Tanner, Rogers, and McMurrin seem unaware of Kee's useful Miracle ill the
Early Christian World: A Study ill Sociohistorical Method (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1983), especially since this study examines in some
detail the place of David Strauss in the discussion of miracles and what he
calls "hiSTory and myth" (See pp. ltl-IR.) It should he noled that Kee couples his treatment of miracles with an effort to refine the understanding of
historical method among those engaged in biblical and religious studies
because he thinks the methods being employed in those areas are in dreadful
shape. (It should also be noted that Metcalfe seems unaware of Kee's work,
though he has much to say about methodological matters.) Kee argues that
"what has often passed for historical analysis is little more than a classification system of phenomena along formal or simplistic conceptual lines.
Historians have read modern categories and values back into ancient cultural
epochs, rather than making the effort to enter empathetically into the world
of a past time, place, and outlook." (Ibid., vii.) Hi s study of miracles is an
effort to identify, illustrate and correct such mistakes.
73 Edgar Krentz, The Historical-Critical Method (Phil adelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975),26.
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can be salvaged from what is denigrated as the mythological
stuffing found in sacred texts like the Book of Monnon.
But such endeavors have a hi story. It turns out that
Hutchinson is imitating or even borrowing from an army of
secularized scholars engaged in fashioning naturalistic readings
of the Bible. From this hi story we can begin to see what the
consequences are for the academic study of sacred texts and also
for the life of the faith and the faithful.
For example, we are now being urged to jenison the belief
that there really was a Lehi colony. Why ? Because we must
adopt something called the historical critical method. It is with
this that Hutchin son and others want to read the scriptures as
"myth" understood as fiction. Krentz locates the roots of this
kind of approach to the Bible. In his little book he makes it clear
that, from the perspective of David Friedrich Strauss, "reason
destroys truth by its naturalistic explanations; the use of myth
allows the preservation of truth in the face of rationalism. "74
That seems to be a reasonably accurate description of Hutchinson's project, except that biblical scholars see myths at work
among real peoples and places mentioned in the scriptures; they
do not see, for example, the entire New Testament as a work of
fiction in the way Hutchinson does the Book of Monnon.
When Krentz tells the story of how the subsequent employment of naturali stic explanations has worked out, he is something less than confident that the use of some concept of " myth"
has accomplished what it was intended to do, that is, save
"spi ritual truths" from the corrosive effects of enlightenment
rationalism. Krentz grants that some rather sticky problems still
plague the discussion. For example, by finding myths everywhere in the New Testament, the German theologian-exegete
Rudolf Bultmann "has been faulted for making the question
'What really happened?' irrelevant and thus actually denigrating
hi story ."75
Why is that so? Because mythology does not really tell us
about what happened in the past; it merely involves the concerns
of peoples confronted by an ambiguous and fearful world.
"Myths speak about gods and demons," according to Bultmann,
"as powers on which man knows himself to be dependent, powers whose favor he needs, powers whose wrath he fears. Myths
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid., 68 .
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express knowledge thaI man is not master of the world and of
his life, that the world within which he lives is full of riddles and
mysteries and that human life is full of riddles and mysteries."76
And "myth," for Bultmann, "speaks of gods as if they were men
and of their actions as human actions, as capable of breaking the
normal, ordinary order of events."77 Bultmann will have noth·
ing to do with such nonsense, for "it may be said that myths
give to the transcendent reaJity an immanent, this~worldJy objectivity. Myths give worldly objectivity to that which is
unworldly. "78
And in the Bible. including the New Testament, we find
what Bultmann describes as crude mythological thinking in
which God is situated in time and space; the divine is not
reduced to some abstract categories such as a ground somehow
standing beneath the world or to pure thought thinking about
itself-something wholly transcendent. This offends Bultmann
because he knows that God "is transcendent. The thinking
which is not yet capable of forming the abstract idea of transcendence expresses its intention in the category of space; the transcendent God is imagined as being at an immense spatial distance, far above the world" and so forth.79 And Bultmann is
confident that such conceptions "are no longer acceptable for
modern man since for scientific thinking" such ideas have "lost
all meaning, but the idea of the transcendence of God and of evil
is still significant."SO
Bultmann, as is well-known, was enthralled by existentialism. In that philosophy he found the means to extract a meaning
from the mythological thinking he found in the Bible. Whatever
else one might say about such an enterprise, it depended upon
the assumption that some current understanding of science is
normative. Where Bultmann turned to existentialism, others
struggled to accommodate less recondite positivist or historicist
understandings to the message they extracted from the Bible
when its message is understood as clothed in mythology. More
recently there have been signs that thoughtful scholars are now
more skeptical of the ideological assumptions upon which such
endeavors rest.
76 Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology , 19.

77 Ibid.
78 Ibid.
79 Ibid. , 20.
80 Jbid.
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Krentz therefore reports that the effort to integrate faith with
history "has been accomplished by challenging the adequacy of
historical method' s positivist axioms. God and history are not
exclusive alternatives. Biblical criticism therefore has to challenge a view of reality that operates with a closed universe and
an absolutely naturali stic ontology."81 In other words, if one
does not begin with the assumptions upon which someone like
Bultmann rests hi s project, the Bible takes on quite a different
appearance and meaning.
But, unfortunatel y. some cultural Mormons are not at all
skeptical of the viability of naturali stic accounts that assume a
closed universe. For example, Tanner, Rogers, and McMurrin,
after recommending Strauss's 1835 Life of Jesus because it
provides "an exhaustive treatment of the prOblem of miracles,"
repoer that "t he contemporary British historian Michael Grant
sees them [that is, reports of the miraculous] from a naturalistic
standpoint." Of course, many writers operate with such assumptions. But Tanner, Rogers, and McMurrin do not hint that
there is a viable alternative point of view-that naturalistic
explanations arc not the only way to deal with the scriptures.
But there is a debate over the adequacy of naturalistic explanation s. The positivist and hi storicist assumptions at work in
many such explanations are no longer taken for granted. Krentz
claims, for example, that David Strauss used a concept of
"myth," which he describes as a naturalistic explanation, to preserve "truth in the face of rationalism. "82 Krentz also grants that
there are writers who now insist that "historical explanation must
recognize that God 's action has as much claim to serious attention in explanation as do naturali stic explanations. "83 Whatever
their differences, this is exactly what Ashment, Metcalfe, and
McMurrin dogmatically deny, while Hutchinson waffles on the
Iss ue .
Krentz also claims that among biblical scholars the "recent
debate has circled around the hi storicity of the resurrection of

81 Krentz, 68.
82 Ibid .• 26. "For Strauss, Jesus was a wise man whom his ignorant
contemporaries turned into a magic ian. We may wonder whether Strauss is
entirely negat ive. He annihilates the traditional picture of Jesus and holds
that we must believe in 'the eternal Christ: the ideal of humanity as we
conceive it in the nineteenth century." Grant. 112.
83 Krentz., 69.
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Jesus."84 That may be true for the larger community of scholars,
but for Lauer-day Saints the issues that are now being debated
concern the historicity of the Book of Mormon and the way to
approach [he account of its coming forth and all that is linked to
that account. Did Joseph Smith have encounters with real angels
whose past is described in the Book of Mormon ? Or was he
merely an inventive, dissociative genius who made up a bunch
of stuff and talked people into taking it and him seriously?

Imitating the Mistakes of Others
In Hutchinson we have someone who insists that Joseph
made it up, but that God "inspired" him to do it. Hutchinson.
more than the other authors whose essays are included in New
Approaches, takes up these issues. Though he believes in angels
and that Joseph Smith experienced an angel, he denies that
Joseph visited with Moroni or Nephi. He has to make that claim
or he would find himse lf in the quandary of having Joseph
actually visit with figures from the fiction that he had fashioned.
What exactly might constitute a visit with a generic or "nonMormon" angel, when scripture is turned into " myth" (in the
sense of being theology dressed up as fiction )? Are we to conclude that the angels whom Joseph Smith and others encountered were images in his dissoc iative mind ? Hutchinson's
"generic angels" seem to be figments in the imagination of the
dissociative Joseph Smith and his rustic associates.
Hutchinson concedes that some links to a real past mu st be
found to ground Christian faith. Hence he wants Jesus to have
been resurrected- that would provide at least some content and
grounding for faith. But the content of Jose ph Smith's
"i nspiration" he turns into the fruit of undiSCiplined imagination
and sentiment. And he seems to have done this because he wants
to follow the lead of scholars who have been manipulating the
Bible.
The theologians (who are not biblical sc holars) who have
fashioned various notions of "myth" have, for Hutchinson, suggested a model for understandi ng the Book of Mormon as fiction, and also for what constitutes inspiration, divine spec ial
reve lation. and so forth. In so doing, he has fashioned a radically different mode of understanding crucial prophetic truth
84 Ibid.
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claims. But, unfortunately for Hutchinson. those from whom he
draws his scholarly inspiration do not necessarily hold that Jesus
was in fact raised from the dead. Quite the contrary is the case.
Paul Tillich, the late well·known German·American theologian,
provides a fine example of one anxious to deliteralize the entire
Christian message in such a radical way that even the necessity
of there having been a Jesus disappears. 85 But we can again turn
to the large figure of Rudolf Bultmann who, unlike Tillich. in
addition to being a theOlogian , was also a highly influential biblical scholar. Bultmann clearly followed his own theological
bias, which was, as we have seen, naturalistic to the core, in his
examination of the New Testament. For example, he began with
the notion that the story of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth
was part of the "myth." And he then reached the conclusion that
the resurrection of Jesus simply never happened, except in the
minds of primitive disciples who were unable to grasp or at least
express the deeper truth manifest in the life of Jesus. Why?
Dead bodies, according to Bultmann, simply do not come
back to life. The talk about the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth
is part of the mythological world of primitives incapable of
grasping an abstraction Bultmann calls the " tran scendent." The
resurrection is therefore part of the Christ of faith of primitives,
but certainly not the Jesus of genuine history who is uncovered
through historical method and with naturali stic explanations.
Bultmann's dogma should remind the reader of McMurrin's
"angel s do not bring books." But dressing up dogmatism as the
fruit of reason does not disguise the intolerance with which
sco rnful unbel ievers brush aside prophetic truth claims. And
McMurrin' s appeal to the "age of science and scientific intelli·
gence" really gets us no further. With such language cultural
Mormons merely disguise the problems inherent in skeptical,
naturalistic approaches to the scriptures.
For those tempted to doubt that reducing the core elements of
the story of Jes us to mythology has consequences for faith,
please ponder the following: In 1953, in a debate with
Bultmann. the late German philosopher Karl Jaspers asserted
that from hi s perspective mythical ideas only disclose their
meaning arrer having been divested of their apparent empirical
reality as events, places and persons in a real past. Hence, those
85 See Midgley, "Religion and Ultimate Concern: An Encounter with
Paul Tillich's Theology," Dialogue 1/2 (Summer 1966): 55-71.
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accounts that are labelled myths cannot be investigated by hislorical methods and are therefore no part of a genuine past, though
a history of myths is, of course, possible, just as one might
fashion a history of any illusion or delusion. The reason this is
so, according to Jaspers, is that myths are composed of images,
figures and symbols, which may appear to the naive as actual
events, but they are "outside" the world we are able to know.
Hence, myths are the substance of sacred stories and not genuine historical realities. To interpret a myth literally and not as
code-language in which reality is attributed to figures, symbols,
and what appear to be reports of actual events, is a perversion of
its real or deeper meaning. "Therefore, thinkers in all ages, and
Bultmann too, are right in denying assertions which give myth
the tangible reality of things in the world, a reality that is accessible to our quite different real knowledge. a knowledge that
modern science has developed and clearly delimited. A corpse
[that is, the body of Jesus of Nazareth] cannot come back to life
and rise from the grave. Stories based on reports of contradictory witnesses and containing scanty data cannot be regarded as
historical fact."86
Bultmann did not deny what Jaspers said about the accounts
of the resurrection of Jesus found in the New Testament.
Instead. he granted that Jaspers "is as convinced as I am that a
corpse cannot come back to life or rise from the grave."87 But
Bultmann then wanted to know from Jaspers what a "theological
scholar" (or an enlightened pastor) was to make of texts in
which there are reports of the resurrection of Jesus, since the
language of the New Testament appears to contain a number of
reports of eye witnesses to the resurrection. From Bultmann's
perspective, the New Testament contains myths expressing
crude, primitive understandings of the world.88
To grasp the deeper truths Bultmann assumed are found in
the New Testament, it must be demythologized. Jaspers saw
86 Karl Jaspers and Rudolf Bultmann, Myth and Christianity: An
Inquiry into the Possibility of Religion without Myth (New York: Noonday
Press, 1958), 17.
87 Ibid.,6O.
88 I will grant Iha! Christianity, when mythologized and then later
deliteralized by Ihe "theological scholar," may turn out 10 have some shreds
of meaning, but it is certainly not the meaning Ihal believers might have
come to expeci. And some such shred of meaning is certainly nOI what
Lauer-day Saints have thought that they had access to in the Book of
Mormon and Ihe story of its coming forlh.
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Bultmann's project as an exercise in which a disguised "theology" serves a special interest-"that of ingeniously remolding a
religion which is no longer believed, but is still desired, into a
form acceptable to the 'educated among the scornful,' while
passing over in silence the vital iss ues. "89 The same is true of
Hutchinson's project of turning the Book of Mormon into
fiction, while sti ll claiming that it contains an "inspired"
message.
Hutchinson may not subscribe to all the details of the theology advanced by people like Tillich or Bultmann. He is far too
sentimental for that-he really does have a pious streak-and he
has what appears to be a genuine affection for the community.
But he is also eager to turn the founding text of that community
into fiction. He wants the Book of Mormon to function as part
of a "myth" whose meaning he and other Enlightened Ones can
then begin to unpack for the less insightful Saints. But for his
project to have coherence, if not integrity, he must present an
entirely compelling case for the stance taken by people like
Tillich and Bultmann being wrong on certain issues. He seems
to want them to be wrong on at least one crucial issue- the resurrection of Jesus. Hence, he has made one key concession: he
now somewhat reluctantly admits that at least one key element of
what he calls " myth" must be grounded in actual events-in
reality- for there to be a message in the scriptures worthy of our
attention. But he is enthralled by the notion of a "Mormon myth"
the ground for which he understands as Joseph Smith's fictional
Book of Mormon.
Hut chinson does not have in mind, when he employs the
word "myth" to describe the contents of the Book of Mormon,
an historical reality in which there might really have been a Lehi
colony. The only instance in which he will permit "myth" to be
grounded in reality is the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.
Presumably, from hi s perspective, if that is not true, then there
is no genuine justification for speaking of Jesus as the Christ.
What he still wants to deny, however, is that there is anything in
Joseph Smith's prophetic claims that requires similar links with
reality. Hence, when Joseph Smith tells of encounters with resurrected beings who are heavenly messengers, for Hutchinson
that is merely part of what has been called "the Monnon myth"90
89 Jaspers and Bultmann, 33.
90 The expression "the Mormon myth" seems to have originated with
Leonard 1. ArringlOn. See his famous "Preface" to Great Basin Kingdom:
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and not part of a genuine historical reality . And, for Hutchinson ,
neither the Book of Mormon nor the story of its coming forth
can ground faith or provide its contents, except for those with an
" unrenective mentality" (p. 15).

Interpretative Fashions and the Book of MormonSome Cautions
I have argued elsewhere that for Latter-day Saints it has been
what Professor Martin E. Marty and I have labelled "the acids of
modemity" -ideologies grounded in an uncritically accepted and
hence dogmatic rationalism growing out of the enlightcnmentthat have led to the dogmatic rejection of the prophetic truth
claims of the Restored Gospel.91 The Saints have texts that seem
to provide eyewitness accounts of encounters with plates and
angels and the resurrected Jesus. And they also have a complicated text that claims to be an authentic ancient history. How
then does one come to know that angels do not bring books?
Exactly how did Bultmann know that dead bodies have not and
cannot ever come back to life? Well, for Bultmann, it was the
"scientific world view"-the currently fashionable ideology that
stands behind the skeptical , secu larized intellectual's understanding of the limits of human understanding- that required that he
explain such claims in naturalistic terms. From his perspect ive.
only primitives, that is, those who are still in thrall to a prescientific understanding of the world. can really believe that those
accounts describe an historical reality .
For those Karl Jaspers labelled the "educated among the
scornful ," to accept what is found in the New Testament, the
crucial historical and prophetic claims found in that text must be
deliteralized by being seen as a mythology filled with sy mbols
and not genuine events in a real hi story. Then the contents of
texts like the New Testament and Book of Mormon can be
manipulated by learned and cynical theologians or exegetes; they
can eventually be demythologized, thereby allowing their pre-

An Economic History of the Latter-day Saints. 1830-1900 (Cam bridge:
Harvard University Press. 1958), ix. This language remains the same in
later imprints and in a second edition .
91 See Midgley, "The Acids of Modernity and the Crisis in Mormon
Historiography," in Faithful History, 189- 225, especially at 196-98,220
n. 34-40.
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sumably deeper messages to be rendered in the vernacular of
some fashionable ideology or popular philosophy. This may be
what Hutchinson has in mind when he opines that
"understanding the Book of Mormon as a fictional work of
nineteenth·century scripture has real advantages. The book
opens up for interpretation when read this way. The stories take
on an added dimension far beyond, I find, any that was lost
when I stopped believing in historical Nephites" (p. 17).92
Immediate after World War II , Buhmann wanted to popular·
ize a demythologized understanding of the message of the New
Testament. He did this in a language borrowed more or less
from what he could make out of a school of philosophy sometimes known as existentialism. Of course, his efforts were
mostly merely amusing to philosophers and his endeavors are no
longer fashionable even in divinity schools. That is just the way
it is with academic fads and fashions. Other ideologies have
supplanted existentialism. Hence we are now more likely to hear
of feminist or postmodernist readings of the Book of Mormon,
or of deconstructing that text, rather than appeals to a now virtually forgotten existentialism. But to get to this point, something
like Hutchinson's flawed project must be adopted. That is, the
Book of Mormon will have to be read as fiction, either
"i nspired" or, more likely, merely marginally inspiring to the
exegete armed with some new mode of interpreting texts. The
Saints shou ld avoid such trendy sophi stry . We do not build or
defend the Kingdom or make ourselves genuine disciples of
Jesus Christ by attempting to appear sophisticated or by
mouthing slogans borrowed from an essentially foreign culture.
We may better serve the Kingdom by maintaining a safe distance
from such worldly ideologies.
The Saints need to develop an exegetical tradition where
close attention is given to the Book of Mormon, And they also
need more-not less-serious and genuinely competent scholarship. But such is not to be achieved cheaply. And it is not to be
acquired by thoughtlessly capitulating to slogan-thinking or to
some of the latest fads and fashions in the academic world.
Instead of something thrust upon us by modern Nehorism or by
92 Compare Hutchinson's similar closing remarks in his "A Mormon
Midrash?" 70. In this essay he admits to having "suffered a sense of loss."
of having "experienced a certain disappointment," when he denied the historicity of the texts that Joseph Smith claimed to have restored, though he
claims to have found compensating advantages as well.
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more obvious unbelievers,93 we must sustain OUf own authentic
reading of the Book of Mormon. One possible way of resist ing
revisionist accounts of the Book of Mormon is by recogn izing
wily Neho ri st ic efforts to harmonize key elements of the
Restored Gospel with secular or sectarian opinion and relig iosity.

Biblical st udies, of co urse, offer a wealth of in sig ht and
information ,94 but we need to be cautious about the theological

and interpretive assumptions that stand behind some of these
studies. And, from the perspective of serious scholarship, Brent
Metcalfe is neither properly motivated nor equipped to guide the
Saints to some new li ght on the Book of Mormon. As we have
seen, his agenda appears to be similar to that found among the

more blatant anti-Mormons. He differs from them in that he is
sufficiently savvy to at least mask his intentions. And hence he
makes concessions to Tony Hutchinson and others who, despite
the ir rev isionist ideologies, still seem to have a streak of piety.
Be that as it may, we can be confident that God did not "inspire"
Joseph Smith to fabri cate fiction .

93 Recently an erfor! was made to in volve Laner-day Saints in a
"d ialogue" with, of all people. secular humanists (that is, atheists). The participants, according to the promotional materials, included " leadi ng liberal
Mormon thinkers and some of America's best-known advocates of ~ecu[ar
humanism." Th is event was put on by something vaguely identified as the
Institute for Inquiry, and was "co-sponsored by the Council for Democralic
and Secular Humani sm (CODESH), Inc, publisher of the Free Inquiry
Magazine." This stridently atheist magazine is edited by Paul Kurtz, who is
perhaps best-known for having made fashionable the expression "secular
humanism." Participants at the conference held in Salt Lake City on
September 24-26 included George D. Smith, L. Jackson Newell, Allen Dale
Roberts, Martha Sonntag Bradley and Cecel ia Konchar Farr. And. of course,
Brent Metcalfe was there to discuss "Secular vs. Religious Interp retation of
Scripture," along with figures from the stable of atheist experts assembled
by Paul Kurtz.
94 Making such materials available to Latter-day Saints has been
begun by F.A.R.M.S. and certainly not by George D. Sm ith and S ignature
Books.

John C. Kunich, "Multiply Exceedingly: Book of
Mormon Population Sizes." Pp. 231-67.

Nephi's Descendants?
Historical Demography and the Book of Mormon
Reviewed by James E. Smith]
The Book of Mormon presents itself as "an abridgment of
the record of the people of Nephi and also of the Lamanites"
(T itle Page), engraved on metal plates by Mormon in the late
fourth century. Mormon's son Moroni added an abridged
"record of the people of Jared" (Title Page) and other writings,
and then buried the plates in about A.D. 420. Some fourteen
centuries later the resurrected Moroni directed Joseph Smith to
the plates, which he found in a hill in upstate New York. Joseph
translated a portion of the record, returned the plates to Moroni ,
and in 1830 published hi s translation as the Book of Mormon .2
Latter-day Saints believe the Book of Mormon contains a
record of some important events that took place somewhere in
the ancient Americas) One of Mormon' s purposes was to show
God' s action in history, or, in his own words, "to show unto
the remnant of the House of Israel what great things the Lord
hath done for their fathers" (Title Page). These "great things the
Lord hath done" are recounted in numerous historical narratives
such as those describing Lehi's exodus from the Old World, the
Liahona compass miraculously guiding Lehi's ship (1 Nephi
18: 12-22), Alma' s conversion from among the wicked priests to
found the Church (Mosiah 18:1-18), the conversion and IiberaThe author thanks Kathy Robison, Lee Robison, and Margaret
Smith for comments that improved the ideas and text of this paper. Angus
Crane greatly facilitated this research. P. Sm ith di gested an early version.
Responsibility for any facts or views expressed herein rests solely with the
author.
2 For the history of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon see
Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984).
3 See the modern Introduction [Q the current Lauer·day Saint edition,
which affirms that the book is "a record of God's dealings with the ancient
inhabitants of the Americas."
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tion of Limhi 's people (Mosiah 22:9-13), the ministry of the
resurrected Jesus in Zarahemla (3 Nephi 11 -26), and the preservation of the sacred records for future generations (Words of
Mormon 1:1- 11 ; Mormon 1:1-4; 8:1-6.) These and the many
other narratives in the Book of Mormon include numerous historical details such as proper names of people and places, carefully dated even ts, recitals of speeches and letters, explici t
descriptions of warfare and political intri gue, and details of personal religious experiences.
In one sense it is necessary to take these historical details
literally , for Robert Alter reminds us that all texts contain "details
that are to be taken literally, that 'mean' themselves , whatever
else they may mean."4 However, the fact that the text conveys
literal meanings to the reader does not itself prove the accuracy
or historical reality of what is being reported. For the Old
Testament, Richard Coggins notes that "too often vividness of
detail has been assumed to imply also historical accuracy and
precision."5 And every reader knows that authors of literature
can effectively use realistic ("resembling or simulating real life")
details to make fictional stories appear factual. As j ust one
example, Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose6 presents itself
as a factual hi storical record, complete with introductory com·
rnents explai ning its discovery and translation. Only the book's
dust jacket confesses its fi ctional character.
Since scriptural texts do not come with du st jackets. so to
speak,' readers are left to judge whether a particular text should
be taken literally or figuratively , as a factual historical report or
as an in spi red story . Those who have faith in the historical real·
ity of events reported in scriptu re need not feel uncomfortable
with this, for, as Brown and Schneiders explain:
Every piece of writing can be classified as belonging
to one type of literature or another. Factual hi story is a
type of lite rature~ fiction is another~ both exist in the
Bible, as do almost all the intermediary literary types
between the two extremes. If one correctly classifies a
4 Robert Alter, The World of Biblical Literature (New York: Basic
Books. 1992). 90-91.
5 Richard Coggins. Introducing the Old Testament (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 1990).39.
6 Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose (New York : Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich. \983 ).
,
The metaphor of dust jackets is from Raymond Brown.
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certain part of the Bible as fiction, one is not destroying
the historicity of that sect ion, for it never was history;
one is si mply recognizing the author's intention in writing that sect ion. 8
Believers in the Book of Mormon have no reason to shrink
from responsible scholarly investigation into the historical reliability and factuality of its text. Having rejected the dogmas of
scriptural inerrancy and verbal inspiration (wherein scriptural
text is declared to be both complete and completely accurate).
Latter-day Saints believe scripture is written by human authors
who are divinely inspired but not compelled in every detail.
Their writings are subject to the inevitable incompleteness of
human expression, the vagaries of human language, and the
infusion of each author's own style and perspective into the
writing, not to mention some degree of human error expected in
any factual reporting. Indeed, Mormon proclaims the human
authorship of his book and acknowledges its possible "mistakes
of men" while at the same time solemnly declaring that it contains "the things of God" (Title Page). Compiled from records
kept over thousands of years by a long succession of authors,
then abridged and edited by Mormon and Moroni , and finally
translated by study and revelation by Joseph Smith (who apparently used the King James Bible for stylistic guidance and for
some sections of parallel text), the Book of Mormon has the
earmarks of an ancient scriptural record that is both human ly
authored and divinely inspired.
Latter-day Saints base their belief in the Book of Mormon on
a personal spiritual witness received along the lines described by
Moroni (Moroni 10:4-5). In witnessing to the truth of the Book
of Mormon, believers typically affirm the book's religious
teachings and its historical factuality- its "historicity"-as a
record of real people and actual events in the ancient Americas.
To further understand the historical dimensions of the book,
Laner-day Saint scholars have examined it from the perspectives
of linguistics, geography, archaeology, history, and other
branches of scholarship. A recent volume of essays entitled New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical
8 Raymond E. Brown and Sandra M. Schneiders, "Hermeneulics," in
Raymond E. Brown, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Roland E. Murphy, cds., The
New Jerome Bible Commentary (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall , 1990),
1152.
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Methodology proposes to carry forward the scholarly study of
the Book of Mormon in ways that will "expand appreciation of
Mormon scripture through critical analysis," meaning the use of

"historical· and literary-critical methods" along with soc ial
science disciplines such as "sociology. an thropology, and
archaeology" (p. ix). But unlike many previous studies of the
Book of Mormon which have accepted or attempted to support
the hi storicity of the book, the New Approaches essays are
based on the premise that "sophisticated scrutiny" of the Book of
Mormon from "new perspectives" using "the results of cutting
edge research" (p. xi) might lead to "tbe possibility that it (the
Book of Mormon] may be something other than literal history"
(p.

xl·

John Kunich' s essay o n Book of Mormon population sizes
(pp. 231-68) fits within this intellectual framework of e ncourag~
ing SCholarly Book of Mormon study while projecting possible
doubt about the historicity of the book. Kunich posits "a fu ndamental difficulty in Book of Mormon population sizes" (p. 231),
arising from what he calls the "current LDS" or "traditional"
interpretation of the book. According to this interpretation, all of
the Nephites and Lamanites mentioned in the Book of Mormon
were literal descendants of Lehi's and Mulek' s groups, which
came to the New World in about 600 B.C. Suggesting that "an
understanding of historical demography may challe nge this
traditional interpretation" (p. 231), Kunich's own application of
histo rical demography as he understands it leads him to the
concl usion that the Book of Mormon reports " unreali stica lly
large population sizes," and, therefore, that "some of the details
of events in the Book of Mormon are not literally hi storical." In
an earlicr essay, Kunich concluded that his research "challcnges
many assumptions Mormons have about the Book of Mormon,
including its histori city , its geography, the ancestry of Native
Americans, and (Joseph Smith's1 method of translation."9
Nevertheless, Kunich advises that " if our faith is strong it will
withstand hard evidence" (p. 265).
Does hi storical demography offer "hard evidence" challenging the hi storicity of the Book of Mormon'! Is Kunich's conclu~
sion about unrealistic Book of Mormon population sizes based
on a "sophisticated scrutiny" of the Book of Mormon using
9 John C. Kunich, "Mu ltiply Exceedingly: Book of Mormon
Population Sizes," SUlIstone 14 (June 1990): 43.
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"cutting edge research" as the New Approaches volume
promises? As scholars in every disc ipline (including biblical
critkism) know , not all that claims to be new or sophisticated
really is. In the next section I suggest that Kunich's study fails
to accomplish its purpose both as an exercise in critical scriptural
interpretation and as an exercise in historical demography. The
ensuing sections attempt a fresh start at examining Book of
Mormon populations from the perspective of historical demography.

Kunich's Argument
Kunich's essay begins by citing the popular idea that "the
multitudes of Nephites and Lamanites reported in Mormon
scripture sprang from two small bands of Palestinian emigrants"
led by Lehi and Mulek (p. 231). Kunich identifies this as a
"traditional interpretation," a "current LOS" interpretation, and
an " LOS tradition," indicating that it is a view popularly held by
Latter-day Saints. This traditional interpretation is the hypothesis
which Kunich sets out to test. He uses a mathematical fonnula to
"operationalize" this hypothesis (in the awkward words of social
science research) . The formula predicts the numbers of living
descendants the Lehi-Mulek groups would have had at various
points in Book of Mormon history. Since the traditional interpretation says that all Lamanites and Nephites reported in the Book
of Mormon were descendants of the Lehi-Mulek groups, these
<.:alculated numbers of descendants serve as the predicted
Lamanite-Nephite population sizes under the traditional interpretation.
How well do these predicted Lamanite-Nephite population
sizes fit what the Book of Mormon says? Since the book reports
no total population counts, the population sizes of Lamanites and
Nephites must be inferred from reports of army strength, numbers of battle casualties, or other indirect clues about total population size in the text. Kunich lists about fifty Book of Mormon
passages of this type, but only a few report sufficiently precise
information to be useful. Admittedly, population estimates
obtained in this way are very approximate and can only indicate
t~e rough order of magnitude of Book of Mormon population
Sizes.
Kunich finds that the population sizes of the Lamanite and
Nephite groups predicted by the traditional interpretation are
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vastly different from the population sizes he infers from the text.
For example, under a low population growth rate Kunich's formula predicts that Lehi's party of about thirty people would have
had thirty-six living descendants at the time of King Benjamin,
thirty-eight at the birth of Christ, and only forty-four at the last
great battle of the Nephites! With a much higher population
growth rate the number of descendants would have been a few
hundred, or a few thousand, at these various points in history.
Adding Mulek's group to the calculation about doubles the numbers, but still yields only hundreds or perhaps a few thousand
Lehi-Mulek descendants throughout most of Book of Mormon
history. In stark contrast, the Book of Mormon reports lands
and cities full of inhabitants, armies and baule casualties in the
thousands and tens of thousands, and hundreds of thousands of
Nephites at the last great battle. Clearly. according to Kunich's
analysis, there is a major discrepancy between Lamanite-Nephile
population sizes predicted by the traditional interpretation and
what the text of the Book of Mormon actually says.
What conclusion is to be drawn from these findings? The
most obvious conclusion is to reject the traditional interpretation
as a hypothesis that is not sustained by the text of the Book of
Mormon. Or we might question the way in which the hypothesis
has been operationalized. Common sense (and a little genealogy)
suggests that even in preindustrial times many individuals had
more than thirty-six descendants after five centuries and more
than forty-four descendants after a thousand years. Still, despite
the fact that these numbers are suspiciously low, and despite the
fact that the numbers are disconfirmed by the Book of Mormon
text, Kunich does not reject the traditional interpretation.
Instead, he assumes that the traditional interpretation of the Book
of Mormon must be a representation of what the Book of
Mormon says. Therefore, by discrediting this interpretation he
believes that his findings "argue against the population sizes
reported in the Book of Mormon" (p. 259).
Should we accept Kunich's position that the traditional interpretation of the Book of Mormon accurately represents what the
book says? The kinds of critical methods for scriptural study
recommended in the New Approaches volume are predicated on
the idea that any interpretation of a text should rest on critical
analysis rather than popular or traditional notions. Thus it is
curious that Kunich adheres to a traditional or popularly held
interpretation of the Book of Mormon when his own analysis
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shows it to be untenable and when current Book of Mormon
scholarship offers alternative views that are more compatible
with the text. While recognizing that there are such alternative
views, Kunich argues that the Book of Mormon does not allow
them. But in making this argument Kunich invokes such uncritical and specious methods of scriptural interpretation as: interpretation by fiat ("it is impossible that the ancient authors of the
scriptural record simply exaggerated," p. 259); interpretation by
assumed plain meaning ("the plain meaning of the Book of
Mormon's own words," p. 264); interpretation based on what
the text does not say ("Surely [this] ... would deserve at least
passing reference in the records," p. 262); interpretation by presumption ("But an abridged, largely religious history would presumably address the Nephites' dealings with native masses,"
p.262); and interpretation that confuses prophetic utterance
with scientific fact ("the dark skin of the Lamanites was genetically passed on to their progeny [quotes 2 Nephi 5:23, which is
a prophecy]," p. 263).
In summary, Kunich sets out to test an interpretation of
Book of Mormon populations which may be traditional and
popular, but which he does not layout systematically and show
by critical argument to be a good reading of the text of the Book
of Mormon. Then Kunich finds this interpretation to be untenable because of its demographic implications. bUI he neither
rejects the interpretation nor questions his methods. The apparent reason for this is that Kunich himself holds this popular and
traditional interpretation to be a correct view of what the Book of
Mormon says. Under this assumption, to disprove the traditional
interpretation is to call into question the Book of Mormon as a
reliable historical record. But Kunich's argument with the Book
of Mormon is not really with the book itself, or a critical interpretation of the book, but rather with his own uncritical adherence to the traditional interpretation.
BUI even if all these issues of interpretation and critical
methodology are PUI aside, Kunich's study fails in its understanding and use of historical demography. From a review of
historical demography, Kunich concludes that populations in the
past had very low growth rates because of the prevalence of
famine, war, and disease. Unfortunately Kunich ignores completely the extensive literature published in the field of historical
demography over the last two decades, a period covering most
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of the life of the discipline. 10 This oversight leads him to believe
a number of erroneous conclusions about popu lations and population growth in the past, including such mistaken notions as:
population growth in the past was "smooth" and "sluggish" over
long periods of time (p. 241), mortality fa ctors like "fami ne,
war, and di sease" were the primary reasons population growth
was limited (p. 24 1), rapid population growth was virtually impossible in preindu strial populations experiencing wars (pp.
256-57), and fertility can be ignored when discussing historical
popUlation dynamics. I I All of these wrong ideas are corrected
by an understanding of hi storical demography, as a later section
will attempt to show.
Kunich' s application of historical demography is focused on
calculating the numbers of Lehi-Mulek descendants that cou ld
have existed according to a "formula for computing the growth
of human populations" (p. 246 n. 2). While Kuni ch describes
this formula as "commonly accepted," it is, in fact. not used by
demographers for long-range population projections. One reason
is that this formula and other simple growth curves assume constant population growth rates, and "since growth rares are likely
to change in tbe long-term, these formulas are recorrunended for
use only in making short-term projections."12 But a more fundamental problem with Kunicb' s formula is that it is conceptually and mathematically inappropriate as a demographic model
for calculating numbers of descendants in human populations. In
order to calculate whether individuals or groups will have Jots of
10 Works in historical demography c ited in Kunich' s bibliography are
by Glass and Eversley in 1965, Holli ngsworth in 1969, and Wrigley in
1969, all of which are important foundational works in the field. The large
literalure published in the past two decades is convenienlly noted in issues
of the bibl iographic journal Population Index unde r "Historical
Demography" and other headings. Also see 1. D. Willigen and K. A. Lynch,
Sources and Methods of Historical Demography (New York: Academic
Press, 1982). A useful summary for some aspects of central American hisloricnl demography is T. C. Culbert and D. S. Rice, Precolumbian Population History in the Maya Lowlands (Albuquerque : University of New
Mexico Press, 1990).
I! Kunich, " Multiply Exceedingly," 239--46, discusses historical
population dynamics almost entirely at the level of total population growth
with reference to mortality conditions, but without reference to the important role of fertility levels and variations in historical populations (except to
dismiss the idea of "d ivinely enhanced biological propagation," ibid., 254).
12 H. Shryock and J. Siegel el aI. , The Methods and Materials of
Demography (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975),777.
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descendants or none, or some number in between, a demographic model must take into account variations in the numbers
of children born to different families, along with other demographic variations within and between families, small groups,
and lineages, While appropriate demographic models for this
purpose are available,13 Kunich seems unaware of them and
relies instead on the inappropriate formula. As a consequence,
the numbers of Lehi-Mulek descendants that he calculates are
demographically meaningless and numerically wrong, An
appropriate demographic model for this purpose will be used in
a later section.
Some years ago Hugh Nibley noticed a troubling pattern in
so-called "scientific" studies of the Book of Mannon:
The normal way of dealing with the Book of
Mormon "scientifically" has been first to attribute to the
Book of Mormon something it did not say, and then to
refute the claim by scientific statements that have not
been proven. 14
In conformity with this pattern, Kunich puts up a straw man
interpretation of the Book of Monnon without critical arguments
in its favor and then knocks it down with misunderstood and
misapplied historical demography. Of course, the subtitle of the
New Approaches volume is Explorations in Critical
Methodology. Like many explorations, Kunich's study ventures
into some new and unfamiliar territory but ends up being a false
start. We now attempt a fresh start.

13 For cltample, see N. Keyfitz, Introdu ction to the Math ematics of
Population (Rcad ing: Addison-Wcsley. 1968); N. Keyfi tz, Applied
Mathemazical Demography (New York: Wiley, 1977); T. W. Pu\lum, 'The
Frequencics of Kin in a Stable Population" Demography 19 (1982): 41 - 51;
T. W. Pullum, "Some Mathematical Models of Kinship and the Family," in
J. Bongaarts ct a\.. eds., Family Demography: Methods and Th eir
Applications (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987),267-83.
14 Hugh W. Nib1ey, Since Cumorah , (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1967), 244, reprinted in Since Cumorah, 2d ed., vol. 7 in The Collected
Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book and F.A.R.M.S.,
1988).214.
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Nephites, Lamanites, and Others: Traditional and
Modern Views
The first rule of any demographic study is to define the
population being studied, since little but confusion results from
discussions where the populations are nOl defined. Modern
demographers use geographic boundaries. citizenship, residence. ethnicily, gender, age, and other factors to define populations. But for populations in the past, particularly the distant
past, there is no such statistical rigor and we are left to guess
precisely what an ancient author meant when referring to some
population. To make sense of the author's meaning is the first
task; to do this requires attention to the historical context, the

author's viewpoint and source of information, and other texts
and sources when they are available. A brief review of traditional and current interpretations of Book of Mormon history
will suggest some important considerations in defining the
book's populations.
From Joseph Smith's day to now, there have been historical
interpretations of the Book of Mormon that attempt to situate its
peoples in particular historical contexts. For example, almost as
soon as the plates were out of the ground, it was assumed that
the hill in New York was the ancient Hill Cumorah of Mormon's
day. IS Believers also applied the term Lamanite to American
Indians generally. implying that the Israelite Lehi was the
ancestor of all native Americans (for example. see D&C 3: 1820; 19:27; 28:8; 54:8; 57). In addition, the Book of Mormon
"land southward," "land northward," and "narrow neck of land"
were interpreted to mean South America, North America. and
the Isthmus of Darien (Panama) respectively, implying a hemispheric scope for Book of Mormon geography and history. 16
And amid popular nineteenth-century speculations (and so little
scientific knowledge) about the origin and fate of former New
World civilizations like the Mound Builders and the Maya,
believers at one time or another saw the Book of Mormon peo-

IS Joseph Smith apparently never explicitly idenlified the hill in New
York where he obtained the plates as "Cumorah" but others in the early
Church certainly did make this inference . See Rex Reeve, Jr., and Richard
O. Cowan, ''The Hill Called Cumorah," in Regional Studies in Latter-day
Saint History (Provo: Brigham Young University Department of Church
History and Doctrine, 1992),7 1- 91.
16 See below.
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pies as the source of most, if not all, extinct civilizations,
archaeological ruins, and ancient artifacts in the Americas.17
During the nineteenth century the most influential view of
Book of Mormon history was expressed by Orson Pratt. In an
1840 British mi ssionary tract he wrote matter-of-factly that Lehi
crossed the "Pacific Ocean and landed on the western coast of
South America."IS The Nephites colonized the "northern parts
of South America" and expanded into North America as well,
while the Lamanites possessed the "middle and southern parts"
of South America. After Jesus visited the Nephites, " the
Nephites and Lamanites were all converted unto the Lord, both
in South and North America." By the fourth century, the
Nephites were in North America and the Lamanites in South
America, with wars between them at the Isthmus of Darien.
These wars pushed the Nephites northward until they were
finally exterminated at a great battle in what is now New York
State. Some thirty years later, after he first published them, Pratt
was still preaching these views in the Salt Lake Tabernacle. 19
Pratt's views also were incorporated into his footnotes for the
1879 Latter-day Saint edition of the Book of Mormon. Although
these footnotes were not an official Church interpretation of the
book, they represented and reinforced what had become the
prevalent hemispheric view of Book of Mormon history.
In the decade after the 1879 edition was published there were
lively discussions about Book of Mormon geography, but the
Church did not offer any official interpretation.20 However, in
1890 George Q. Cannon, then a counselor in the First
Presidency, wrote in a Church periodical that the First
Presidency would not issue an official statement on Book of
Mormon geography since " the word of the Lord or the translation of other ancient records is required to clear up many points
now so obscure."21 In preparing for the next edition of the Book
of Mormon , a Church committee heard different views on Book
17 For example, Charles Thompson. Evidences i" Proof of the Book
of Mormo/) (Balavia, NY: Thompson. 184 1) and Orson Prall, Imeresting
AccoUIIl of Seve ral Remarkable Visiolls alld of the Late Discovery of
Alleiem American Records (Edinburgh: Ballantyne and Hughes, 1840).
18 Prall. Imeres/illg ACCOIlnl of Several Remarkable Visions, 16--21 .
19 JD 14:7- 12.289- 99.323-35.
20 For a useful summary of this topic and its history see J. Sorenson.
The Geog raphy of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book (Provo :
F.A .R.M.S., 1992).
21 Ibid .. 390.
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of Mormon geography but apparently did not find any position
so compelling as to warrant inclu sion in the book. 22 When the
new edition of the Book of Mormon was published in 1920, it
omitted hi storical and geographical footnotes-a practice that has
continued since.
As the twentieth century progressed, it became apparent that
support for the traditional hemispheric view of Book of Mormon
hi story was waning. John Sorenson has summarized more than
fifty publi shed statements on Book of Mormon geography from
the 18305 to the present. 23 Hi s analysis shows that until the
early twentieth century the traditional hemi spheric interpretation
dominated, but by the midtwenti eth century most authors
believed that Book of Mormon hi story took place primarily
within Central America. Today almost all writers on Book of
Mormon geography agree that Lehi's landing place, the narrow
neck of land, the lands northward and southward, and
Mormon' s Hill Cumorah were situated somewhere in Central
America. Recently, John Sorenson has suggested a specifi c
Mesoameric an selling for the Book of Mormon involving
roughly a few hundred square miles. 24
Views of Book of Mormon history and geography imply
possi ble definitions for Book of Mormon popul ations .
According to the traditional hemispheric interpretation, the
American continents were empty of people when Jared 's party
arrived. When the Jaredites self-destructed, Lehi 's and Mulek' s
recent immigrant groups were left to repopulate the land. Thi s
implies that all pre-Columbian inhabitants of the Americas,
including all of the populations of the Olmec, Maya, Inca, Aztec,
and other North and South American native populations, and
their descendant s down to modern times, grew from one or
more of the three Book of Mormon migration s. In considering
this traditional view, B. H. Roberts noted how it impl ies "an
empty America three thousand years B.C .... into which a
colony may come."25 After the Iaredites arrived , grew to large
numbers, and then became extinct, the traditional view implies
" American continents again without human inhabitants," follow22 Ibid., 20.
23 Ibid .. 32.
24 John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Seuillg fo r the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S ., 1985).
25 8. H. Robens, Studies of the Book of Mormon, ed ited by 8 . D.
Madsen (Urbana: University of I11inois Press. 1985). 142.

KUNICH , MULTIPLY EXCEEDINGLY (SMITli)

267

ing which "into these second time empty American continentsempty of human population-we want the evidence of the coming of two small colonies about 600 BC. which shall be the
ancestors of all native American races as we know them."26
Recognizing the difficulties in this, Roberts asked "how shall we
answer the questions that arise from the considerations of
American archaeology? Can we successfully overturn the evidences presented by archaeologists for the great antiquity of man
in America, and his continuous occupancy of it? ... Can we
successfully maintain the Book of Mormon's comparatively
recent advent of man in America?"27
Not long after Roberts was making these unpublished
remarks, others began making allowance for "non-Book of
Mormon" populations to have lived in the ancient Americas. By
1927 Janne Sjodahl wrote that "students should be cautioned
against the error of supposing that all the American Indians are
the descendants of Lehi, Mulek, and their companions."28
Sjodahl believed that the Jaredite population may not have been
completely wiped out, and also that it was "not improbable that
America has received other immigrants from Asia and other parts
of the globe."29 In 1938 a Church Department of Education
study guide for the Book of Mormon told students that "the
Book of Mormon deals only with the history and expansion of
three small colonies which came to America and it does not deny
or disprove the possibility of other immigrations, which probably would be unknown to its writers."30 The study guide further
noted that "all the Book of Mormon text requires" is "Hebrew
origin for at least a part of Indian ancestry."31
At midcentury Hugh Nibley was saying that other populations unknown to Book of Mormon peoples could have lived in
the Americas. Thus, "once we have admiued that all preColumbian remains do not have to belong to Book of Mormon
people, ... the prob lem of the Book of Mormon archaeologist,
when such appears, will be to find in America things that might
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Janne M. Sjodahl, An Introduction to the Study of the Book of
MormOfl (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press, 1927), 435.

29 Ibid .. 436.

30 William E. Berrett, Milton R. Hunter. et aI., A Guide to the Sludy
of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Department of Education of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day Saints. 193ft), 48.

3 I Ibid. , 53.
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have some bearing on the Book of Mormon, not to prove that
anything and everything that turns up is certain evidence for that
book."32 In 1967 Nibley again argued that "the Book of
Mormon offers no objections ... to the arrival of whatever
other bands may have occupied the hemisphere without its
knowledge. "33 In 1980, Nibley was still teaching that it is a
"simplistic reading of the book ... [to] assume that the only
people in the hemisphere before Columbus were either descendants of Lehi or of Jared and his brother."34
While Nibley allowed for other populations in the ancient
Americas that were not known to the Book of Mormon, John
Sorenson has opened the gales even wider. He asks, "when
Lehi's party arrived in the land, did they find others there?" and
answers "yes," arguing that it is "inescapable that there were
substantial [non-Book of Mormon] populations in the 'promised
land' throughout the period of the Nephite record, and probably
in the Jaredite era also."35 Furthermore, Sorenson finds nothing
in the Book of Mormon precluding Nephites and Lamanites
from interacting with and assimilating other populations, perhaps from among surviving Jaredites or perhaps from indigenous peoplc. He suggcsts that the tenn Nephite was a sociopolitical one not restricted to literal descendants of Lehi, that there
could have been "lingering" Jaredite populations after the great
Jaredite destruction, and that "the early Lamanites had to have
included, or to have dominated, other people."36
Sorenson's work gets to the crux of the topic of population
definitions in the Book of Monnon. Proper pursuit of this subject requires a comprehensive textual analysis of the references
32 Hugh W. Nibley, Lehi in the Desen and the World of the laredites
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1952).253 (emphasis in original). Nibley notes
that this view was also published earlier in the Church Era magazine in
April 1947; reprinted in Lehi in the Desert/fhe World of the larediteslThere
Were laredites. vol. 5 in The Collected Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1988),251.
33 Nibley, Sin ce Cumorah, 249; reprinted in second edition. 218-19.
34 Hugh W. Nibley, "The Book of Monnon and the Ruins: The Main
Issues," F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1980. It is worth noling that the introduction to
the current edition of the Book of Monnon says the ancient Lamanites were
"the principal ancestors of the American Indians," thus hinting at the presence of non-Book of Monnon peoples in the ancient Americas.
35 John L. Sorenson, "When Lehi's Pa.rty Arrived, Did They Find
Others in the LandT' lournal of Book of Mormon Studies 1 (Fall 1992): 134.
36 Ibid., 11, 19-24,27.
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to various peoples in the book and their possible meanings.3 7
While awaiting such an analysis, we note that the terms
Lam an ite and Nephite are used several hundreds of times
throughout the text, spanning a thou sand years of history .
Perusal of the uses made of the term Nephite suggests a number
of variant meanings, such as Jacob's use of Nephite to mean all
"who are friendly to Nephi [the king of the Nephites]" (Jacob
I: 13-14). Later the term describes a religious conununity including certain converted Lamanites (3 Nephi 2: 14). Still later,
Nephites means a smaller population emerging from a larger
population in which all former "-ites" had apparently mixed
together (4 Nephi I: 17, 36). Such variant uses of the term
Nephile do not seem to fit into a single definition of Nephite
taken to mean only a literal descent group.3 8 To understand
when the term Nephite refers to genealogical descent (e.g.,
descendants of Nephi, descendants of the Lehi-Mulek parties,
etc.) and when it refers to some sociopolitical, religious, or other
type of population requires textual analysis and interpretation.
An example of the important contribution critical analysis can
make is the case of biblical interpretat ions attached to the term
Israelite or the ch ildren of Israel. Taken in a literal and strictly
genealogical sense this term could be interpreted to mean that all
people identified as Israelites were literal descendants of Jacob.
As true as this may have been for some of the Israelites, scholarship in biblical interpretation, biblical history, and even some
demographic considerations suggest this view is too narrow to
account for all people considered Israelites at all times in biblical
history. It is now acknowledged that Israelites consisted of literal descendants of Jacob along with other populations con37 A useful summary of Book of Mormon peoples is in John
Sorenson's article of that name in Daniel H. Ludlow, ed., Encyclopedia of
Mormonism, 4 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1992), 1:191-95.
38 Kunich's own use of the terms Nephite and Lamanite also lapses
from a strict ly genealogical use of the terms si nce he refers to the joint
"Lehi-M ulek" groups as ancestors of the Lamanites and Nephites under the
traditional interpretation. Since the Mulekites first encountered and merged
with the Nephites some four centuries after both groups arrived in the New
World, the original Mulek group hardly qualifies as ancestors of the first fifteen or twenty generations of Nephites even under the traditional interpretation . Nor is it clear how the traditional interpretation impl ies that Mulekites
could have been ancestors of any Lamanites until well after the relatively
late, and panial, conversion and assimilation of cenain Lamanite peoples by
the Nephites. This illustrates how difficult it is to attribute a strictly
genealogic:d view to these terms.
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quered or assimilated over time.39 This may serve as a useful
scriptural analogy to a possible diversity of meanings of Nephire
and lAmanite in the Book of Mormon.

Population Growth in the Past
HistoricaJ demography tells us some very general things and
some very specific things about populations in the past. Perhaps
the most general thing is that populations in tbe past experienced
high mortality. meaning that people died at relatively younger
ages than we are used to in the modern world. Demographers
summari ze the average length of life with the so-ca lled
"expectation of life at birth" or "life expectancy" which is simply
the number of years a newborn child will live, on average, in a
popul ation. Before the eighteenth century, life expectancy was
generally well below forty years in most populations, and was
sometimes as low as twenty-five or thirty years. By way of
contrast, life ex pectancies today generally range from the high
sixties into the seventies. Although the chances of death were
overall higher for everyone in the past, the main reason life
ex pectancy was so much lower than today was severe infant
mortality. In many historical populations between a fourth and a
third of newborn infants died in their first year of life (compared
with one to three percent today.)40
Estimating the life expectancy of specific historical populations is difficult, but enough evidence has accrued to permit life
expectancies to be estimated for a wide range of human populations from prehistoric, to anc ient, to modern times. A wide
39 See, for example, the articles by J. D. Martin , "Israel as a Tribal
Society," and H. G. M. Williamson, "The Concept of Israel in Transition,"
in R. E. Clements, ed ., The World 0/ Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 19M9); also J. Bright, A History of Israel (London : SCM,
1964). 120-21; J. Blenkinsopp, Th e Pentateuch: An Int roduction to the
First Five Boob o/ the Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 175-76; and
for a brief review of recent theories and controversies, see D. B. Redford,
Egypt, Callaan, and Israel in Ancient Times (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992),263-66.
40 For examples of mortal ity patterns in the past see F. Hassan,
Demographic Archaeology (New York: Academic Press. 1981), 11 6-23;
M . L. Powell , Status and Health in Prehistory; A Case Study 0/ the
Moundville Chiefdom (Washington: Smithsoni an Institution, 1988). 89103; R. Storey, Life and Death in the Anciem City 0/ Teotihuacan
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama, 1992), 238-66; M. Flinn, The
European Demographic System (Brighto n: Harvester, 198 1).
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range of this human mortality experience is conveniently summarized in what demographers call model life tables. These
tables present a numerical picture of chances of death and life
expectancy under different levels of mortality.41 Using model
life tables we find that in a population with a female life
expectancy of twenty-five years about thirty percent of newborn
infants will die in their first year of life. And in this population a
female at age fifteen has a fifty percent chance of living to see
her fiftieth birthday.
Because of high overall mortality and high infant mortality,
populations in the past required high fertility to keep their total
numbers from dwindling. For example, in a population with a
female life expectancy of twenty-five years, women surviving to
age fifty needed to have had about 5.1 live births on average in
order to keep the population at level numbers. 42 But as high as
this number is by modern standards, it is well below the level of
fertility which human populations can and have achieved in the
past. 43 Thus we see that even under the conditions of high mortality that prevailed in the past, populations not only had high
fertility to maintain their numbers, but they also had room for
even higher fertility which, if actualized, could cause the population to increase. In our example, if average fertility increased
from 5.1 to 5.8 live births, the population would grow at the
high rate of .5 percent per year, causing it to double in size every
140 years. Increasing the fertility by one additional birth on
average to 6.8 would yield a very high growth rate of I percent
per year for a doubling time of about seventy years. Given the
capacity of these attainable levels of human fertility to cause
rapid population growth, demographers do not agree with
4 I The concept and use of life tables and associated stable populations
are found in most demography texts, such as A. H. Pollard et a1.,
Demographic Techniques , 2d ed. (Sydney: Pergamon, 1981). Various sets of
model life lables are available. but the most commonly used are Ihe
"'PrincelOn" model life tables presented in A. Coale and P. Demeny,
Regional Model Life Tables and Stable Populations (New York: Academic
Press, 1983). All model life lable and stable population figures ciled in this
paper are from this source, Model WeSI series.
42 Coale and Demeny, Life Tables and Stable Populations. 57.
43 H. Leridon. Human Fertility: The Basic Components (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press), 106-10; M. N. Cohen, Health and the Rise
of Civilization (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989),87-104; J. E.
Knodel, Demographic Behavior in the Past (Cambridge: Cambridge
UniversilY Press, 1988),35-69.
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Kunich that mortality factors like famine, war, or disease were
the dominant factors limiting population growth in the past. To
the contrary, historical demographers expect to see periods and
places where fertility overcame mortality, leading to periods of
significant population growth in the past.
Basic textbook diagrams often show a long flat line representing world population size for thousands of years followed
by a rapidly increasing exponential curve for the last three centuries. But this highly schematic view of population history is
heavily colored by our "contemporary gJasses"44 as we look at
the past from the present, and with these glasses on we can be
led by such overly simplified diagrams to Kunich's erroneous
view that population growth in the past was "flat with an imperceptible upward slant for the vast majority of humankind's existence" (p. 241). An understanding of historical demography
removes these contemporary glasses and reveals that patterns of
population change in the past were complex, sometimes involving rapid growth and sometimes precipitous decline, with the
general rule being change and fluctuation rather than "an overall
context of smooth, sluggish growth" (p. 241).
In the earliest prehistoric times, archaeological demography
finds that there were periods of rapid world population growth.
But these "intervals of rapid growth were infrequent and ...
stand out sharply against a background of very slow growth."45
Even so, in reviewing evidence from paleodemography (skeletal
remains) from Neanderthal to medieval times, Henneberg
concludes that, although we see "acute mortality conditions disadvantageous for reproduction, ... it is obvious that in prehistoric and early historic times many populations with a great
reproductive capacity were present."46 ln the Neolithic period, it
appears that a "slight relaxation of the controls damping fertility"
led to population growth,47 and for the archaic period in the

44 Ironically. Kunich introduces his essay with the idea that today's
Book of Mormon readers have a "penchant for viewing tilt: long ago through
contemporary glasses" (p. 231) .
45 Hassan, Demographic Archaeology. 143.
46 Henneberg, "Reproductive Possibilities and Estimations of the
Biological Dynamics of Earlier Human Populations," in R. H. Ward and K.
M. Weiss, eds., The Demographic Evolution of Human Populations
(London: Academic Press, 1976),45-46.
47 Hassan, Demographic Archaeology, 223-24.
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New World, Feidel argues that it was increased fertility that
brought on population growth,48
During the past few millennia, for which population esti·
mates are somewhat more reliable, world population grew at
times and declined at other times, creating an overall pattern that
is anything but smooth and sluggish. Figure 1 shows historical
change in world population size along with a smooth growth
curve that fits the beginning and ending points and assumes a
uniform growth rate in between. This figure makes it obvious
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Figure I. World Population, 400 B.C , to A.D. 1600, in M. Livi-Bacci, A
Concise History 0/ World Population (Ox:ford: Blackwell, 1992),31.

48 S. Feidel. Prehistory of the Americas (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992),99. Feidel's reasoning, admittedly speculative as is
most paleodemography , is: " How would sedentary life encourage population
growth? If camps were less frequently moved, women would not have to
carry their dependent infanls about with them; so, there would be less reason
to avoid overlapping of newborn and weaned infants. The birth rate would
increase as the time between births decreased .... Onl y a lengthening of the
reproductive perioo of women would lead to population expansion; and since
present ev idence does not indicate that Archaic women were li vi ng any
longer than before, we must conclude that if sedentism did have any effect
on the rate of population growth, it was through the reduction of spacing
between births."
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how poorly a smooth growth curve assuming a constant growth
rate represents the actual course of world population growth.
Looking at population trends at the regionallevei also reveals
uneven patterns of population growth and decline, as shown in
figure 2.49 The European region shows an especially dramatic
roHer-coaster pattern of population grc.wth and decline throughout its history. As historical demographer Massimo Livi -Bacci
explains: "The tripling of population between the birth of Christ
and the eighteenth century did not occur gradually. bUl was the
result of successive waves of expansion and crisis: crisis during
the late Roman Empire and the Justinian era as a result of barbarian invasions and disease; expansion in the twetnh and thirteenth
centuries; crisis again as a result of recurring and devastating
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Figure 2. World Regional Populations , 400 B.C . to A.D. ) 600, in M. LiviBacci, A Concise History of World Population (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992).
3 1.

49 J. N. Biraben. "Essai sur revolution du nombre des hommes,"
Population 34 (1979): 16; see also Massimo Livi-Bacci. A Concise History
of World Population (Ox:ford: Blackwell, 1992),31.
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bouts of the plague beginning in the mid fifteenth to the end of
the sixteenth century; and crisis or stagnation until the beginning
of the eighteenth century."50
More localized regions also manifest jagged patterns of
population growth, leveling, and decline. For example, figure 3
shows what Santley calls the sawtooth pattern of population
growth and decline in the Valley of Oaxaca, along with a similar
but moderated pattern for the Basin of Mexico. 51 Moving down
to smaller and more localized areas or villages, populations in
the past also experienced ups and downs, sometimes growing
rapidly and sometimes declining precipitously. In these smaller
and more localized populations, migration (in or out) as well as
mortality and fertility played a major part in determining population change.
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Figure 3. Hi gh land Mexico Populations, redrawn from R. S. Santley,
"Demographic Archaeology in the Maya Lowlands," in T. S. Culbert and
D. S. Rice, Precolumhian Population History in the Maya Lowlands
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1990),341.

50 Livi·Bacci, A Concise History of World Population, 34.
51 R. Santley. "Demographic Archaeology in the Maya Lowlands," in
Precolumbian Population History, 325-44.
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In his review of historical demography, Kunich makes
passing reference to possible variations in population growth
pauerns in the past, noting that under favorable conditions
"human numbers increased at a faster rate than the global average. Conversely, areas stricken disproportionately with these
natural disasters, pestilence, famine, plague. or war suffered a
loss of population or experienced a much lower growth rate"
(p. 241). Although this statement repeats the erroneous idea that
"natural disasters" were the primary control over population
growth in the past, it does admit the possibility that some historical populations might have grown at a relatively rapid rate.
However, Kunich argues that Book of Mormon populations had
a "long, virtually uninterrupted record of costly, destructive,
devastating wars" (p. 257). which he believes precluded any
chance of rapid growth in these populations. But the simple
demographic fact is that a population can thrive over long periods of time (as the Book of Mormon populations evidently did)
and yet engage in recurring wars (which they also did) , if that
population experiences periods of growth at least sufficient to
replenish its numbers between wars.
The ancient Greeks, who were no strangers to protracted
warfare, were well aware of their population's tendency to
grow. Plato realized that to maintain ideal city-state populations
at 5,040 citizens would require fertility control through infanticide, exposure, abortion, and also colonization to siphon off
excess population.52 For the Greeks, these were not just utopian
speculations. In the seventh century B.C., "in Argos and especially in Athens there appears to have been a population explosion."53 In Corinth, Pheido found it necessary to limit population growth between wars when it increased rapidly. and "the
Cretans considered it a necessity to hold population in check by
law."54 In ancient Athens during peacetime "population naturally
increased rapidly [and} when population increased too rapidly
the ordinary recourse was to colonization."55 Sometimes the
Athenian population grew despite colonization: "We are reason52 C. Stangeland, Pre-Malthj!sian Doctrines of Populatio,,: A Study
in the History of Economic Theory (New York: Columbia University Press.
1904).24; Plato. Laws V, 741.
53 M. I. Finley, Early Greece: The Bron~e and Archaic Ages (New
York: Nonon. 1981).96.
54 Stangeland. Pre-Malthusian Doctrines of Population, 20.
55 Ibid .. 21.

KUNICH, MULTIPLY EXCEEDINGLY (SMITH)

277

ably sure of a considerable increase in the citizen-population
between 480 and 430 [B.C.], in spite of much emigration, and of
some increase in the fourth century till 320."56 In short, "the
Greeks were perfectly familiar with the idea of growth of population." Yet " nothing that we know ... would suggest that the
death-rate would be low by modern standards," leaving only "a
comparatively high birth rate" to explain the increase. 57
Thus the actual course of population history involves complex patterns of growth and decline, all occurring against a
background of mortality that is high by modern standards, bUl
also with high fertility and sufficient fertility potential to sometimes grow rapidly. Unless we imagine that Book of Mormon
populations were exceptional, they too probably experienced
boom and bust cycles of population change. and they too had the
capacity for growth. While ongoing wars may have contributed
to their periods of slow growth, or even periods of population
decline, the successful continuation and expansion of these
populations reported in the Book of Mormon suggests periods
of population growth that at least compensated for losses due to
wars. Historical demography clearly shows that human populations in the past had the potential for significant growth, and
sometimes they realized this potential.

Limits to Growth
Given the capacity for historical populations to increase in
numbers, historical demography asks why it is that these populations so often did not sustain long-term rapid population
growth . What were the limits to population growth? One simple
theory, sometimes (and somewhat unfairly) called "Malthusian,"
is that the tendency toward high fertility (Malthus' "passion
between the sexes") was constant and tended to increase population numbers until they bumped up against resource limits,
principally the food supply. In meeting and passing resource
limits, growing populations would experience famine, war, or
disease, thus curtailing population growth and perhaps even
reducing population numbers through mortality.
Research in historical demography has demonstrated that
such simple "limits to growth" models of population dynamics
56 A. W. Gomme, The Population of Athens in the Fifth and Fourth
Centuries B.C. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1933),78.
57 Ibid., 79.
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may be useful in some extreme cases but that they do not adequately explain human population dynamics for most poputa·
tions most of the time. As Kingsley Davis puts it, the "tendency
to view mortality as the chief mechanism by which human numbers are adjusted to resources" is one of a number of
"unwarranted and largely unconscious assumptions concerning
the nature of demographic change."58 This is not to say that
populations in the past did not have resource limits, which they
did, or that they did not experience periodic severe mortality due
to famine, war, or disease, which they sometimes did. But in the
face of these limits and against a background of generally high
mortality, human populations in the past, even those called
"primitive," largely avoided Malthusian mortality crises through
fertility regul ation.
Louis Henry's class ic study published in 1956 (which many
say marked the birth of modern historical demography) showed
that in a preindustrial population married couples without modern methods of birth control adjusted their fertility both downward and upward to adapt to changing economic and social
conditions. 59 Henry' s findings were soon replicated elsewhere,
thu s bringing about a revolution in our understanding of populations in the past. The traditional assumption that these populations had more-Of-Jess constant , high "natural fertility" turned
o ut to be a gross oversimplification. Whil e populations in the
past did have generally high fertility, historical demographers
discovered it was far from constant, and its upward and downward variations were controlled by individuals who, as best they
could. attempted to manage their demographic fate.60
Fertility control in past populations took numerous forms,
including intentional infanticide and abortion, late marriage age,
58 Kin gsley Davis, "Populati on a nd Resources: Fact and
Interpretati on," in Kingsley Davis and M. Bernstam. eds., Resou rces,
Environment, and Population: Present Knowledge. Future Options (New
Yorlc: The Population Council and Oxford University Press, 1991),7.
59 Louis Henry. Allciennes Families Genevoises (Pari s: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1956).
60 A. J. Coale and T. J. Trussell, "Model Fertility Schedu les:
Variations in the Age Structure of Childbearing in Human Populations:'
Population Index 40 (1978): 185-258 (and erratum in 41 [1 979]: 572): and
various papers in C. Tilley, ed .. Historical Studies in Chal1ging Fertility
(Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1978): see also Marvin Harris and
Eric Ross, Death, Sex, and Fertility: Populatiol1 Regulatiol1 il1 Preil1dustrial
and Developing Societies (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987).
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low proportions marrying, abstinence within marriage, and the
effects of breastfeeding or other postpartum practices on birth
spacing, The discovery that historical popu lations did regulate
their fertility (upward or downward) has introduced a new perspective into our understanding of the past. For example, referring to the fmdings of Louis Henry and other historical demographers, behaviora l ecologists now recognize that there are
"many diverse patterns of ferti lity--of start ing, stopping. and
spac ing ch ildren ... as well -tuned adaptive responses to environmental conditions that vary among societies and across
time."61 In a survey of population regulation in societies reaching back to "early human fo ragers" and up to today's developing
nations, anthropologists Marvin Harris and Eric Ross recogn ize
that "during the past two decades arc haeolog ical, historical, and
ethnological stud ies of population phenomena indicate th at
preindust rial cultura l means of regulating population growth
exerted a more powerful effect on the balance of mortality and
ferti lity rates than was previously credited."62
The most comprehe nsive attempt to date to reconstruct the
history of a preindustrial population and understand its regulating processes in soc ial context is found in Wrigley and
Schofie ld' s Population History of England. Their research has
shown that the interrelations between population and economics

in a preindustrial social system involved significant levels of
fertility regulation and temporal changes in this fertility regulation as part of a complex sociodemographic process of population regulalion. The simp listic Malthusian notion of a constant
passion between the sexes that drives popu lation growth up to
resource lim its, thu s precipitating mortality crises, could not be
more wrong in view of what historical demographers have discovered in this and other studies.63

61 B. Low , A. C larke. K. Lockridge, "Toward an Ecological
Demography," Popl/latioll ami Developmem Review 18 (March 1992): 17.
61 Harris and Ross, Death, Sex, and Fertility, I .
63 E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Populatioll His/ory of
EIJglalld 1541- /871: A Recolls/rllelioll (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981, 1989); D. Coleman and R. Schofield, The State of Populatioll
Theory: Forward from Malthul" (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986): E. Zubrow,
Prellistoric Carryil/g Capacity: A Model (Menlo Park: Cummings, 1975):
M. N. Cohen, "Preh istoric Patterns of Hunger," in L Newman el aI., eds.,
HUllger in History: Food Shortage, Poverty, and Deprivation (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1990),56- 83; E. A. Wrigley, People, Cities and Wealth: The
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Considering what research in modem historical demography
has revealed about fluctuations in population growth in the past,
including the important role of fertility and fertility regulation in
historical population dynamics, and the inadequacy of simple

notions that famine, disease, and war were the primary factors
limiting population growth in the past, historical demographers
cannot agree with Kunich that, "based on OUf knowledge of the
time and place in which a people lived, the type of society they
had, their degree of exposure to disease, famine, and war, and

their level of technological advancement, we are prepared to
estimate their growth rate with a reasonable degree of precision"
(p. 246). Population dynamics in the past were far more complex and varied than this, and historical demographers know that
the on ly way to reliably examine the history of a population is to
observe it from historical data.

A Demographic Setting for the Book of Mormon
The historical demographer's requirement for data concerning Book of Mormon populations presents a daunting challenge.
The book presents no demographic description of any of its
populations-not even a totaJ population size. Since the Book of
Mormon proclaims authorship "by the spirit of prophecy and of
revelation" (Title Page) and has overtly religious purposes, it is
not tenable to assume its author(s) wrote according to the ideal
of a demographic historian who wants numerical facts presented
with scientific objectivity and completeness. The Book of
Mormon is much more like the New Testament Gospels, where
"we have come to a reaJization that none of the Gospels are histories or biographies in the modern sense" and to recognize that
the Gospels are historical is sti ll "something quite different from
stating that the Gospels were intended as scientific histories."64
In other words, "something can be historical without being a
history"65 in the modem sense of the term. Thus the challenge is
10 try to pick up fragmenls of demographic information from the

Trans/ormation o/Traditional Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), especially
Chapter 10, "Family Limilalion in Preindustrial England."
64 Raymond E. Brown. "The Problem of HisloricilY in John," in
Raymond E. Brown, New Testament Essays (Mi lwaukee: Bruce, 1965), 145
andn. l !.
65 Ibid ., n. II .
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text of the Book of Mormon, realizing that the text of the book is
the primary sou rce of data on thi s subject, however incomplete
and fragmentary the data in the text may be.
Hi storical demographers have long recognized that for any
period prior to the nineteenth century they must "rely on the use
of sources not collected with the demographer in mind."66 When
doing so, caution must be exercised to avoid treating the text (or
other data source) as if it were a modern sc ientific accounting of
population. In facing the difficu lt task of piecing together fragmentary textual data on ancient Roman populalions, Tim Parkin
advises that "we cannot believe prec isely everything an ancient
author tell s us about population sizes and trends," but, on the
other hand , it is too "subjective and arbitrary" to be "picking and
choosing among the literary references to find one that ' sounds
about right' ."67 What is required is reliance upon "both the critical use of the sources and on a certain degree of demographic
sense, to decide what is plausible or improbable."68 In doing
this, Parkin advises historian s to give up the goal of finding
precise statistics in the ancient sources, and to tum their attention
instead to developing an "awa ro;!ness of the way po pulations
work" so that they are prepared to interpret the often parti al,
unreliable, and contradictory data of ancient texts.69 In thi s
endeavor, Parkin recommends that historians use demographic
models to make "conjectu ral caJculations--or, better, plausible
conjectures-based on what is demographicall y probable.''70
Parkin' s recommendation concerning how to approach
ancient demography is consistenl with Sorenson's approach to
Book of Mormon history in An Ancielll American Setting for the
Book of Morm on . Sorenson aims to develop "contextual know ledge," a "realistic sett ing," and a "plausible model" for Book of
Mormon history rather th an "so mehow 'proving' that those
events did happe n."71 Hi s approach bears striking resemblance
10 the concept of the " new" biblical archaeology promulgated by
William Dever, himse lf a prominent criti c of traditional biblica l
66 R. Pressat with C. Wilson. The Dieliollary of Demography
(Oxford: Blackwell , 1985).95.
67 T. Parkin, Demography ami Romwl Society (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press. 1992),65.
68 Ibid .. 135.
69 Ibid .. 68.
70 Ibid .. 90. 136.
71 Sorenson, All Ancient American Selling, xv i.
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"proof' archaeology. Dever argues that archaeology cannot
"prove the Bible in any sense--either by demonstrating that the
events ... actually happened, much less by validating the theological inferences that are drawn from these events."72 But what
archaeology does give is "a knowledge of the larger context in
which the Bible emerged, both physical and cultural, without
which it cannot be fully understood" and "this provides the
background against which the Bible can be portrayed so as to
give it a credibility-an immediate, vivid, flesh and blood reality- that it cannot possibly have when read solely as Scripture.
or as a long-lost literature isolated from its origins."73 The following section suggests some aspects of flesh-and-blood demographic reality concerning Book of Mormon populations. In
doing this, an objective is to remain consistent with the text of
the Book of Mormon and to remain aware of how populations
work according to hi storical de mography and demographic
models.

Approaching the Text
The Book of Mormon reports three migrations from the Old
World to the New. The first was led by Jared and his brother at
the time of the dispersion from Babel. Many centuries later, in
about 600 B.C., Lehi 's party left Jerusalem. A few years later,
Mulek, whom the Book of Mormon identifies as a son of king
Zedekiah and who apparently did not know about Lehi, led his
small group toward the New World. While none of these three
small migrating groups knew of each other in the Old World,
their histories eventually connected in the New World.
The Book of Mormon begins with an unabridged record
taken from the "small plates" made by Lehi 's son Nephi, fol lowed by his brother Jacob, with brief additions by others.
Covering the years from 600 to 130 B.C., these small plates
were added by Mormon without abridgment to his own plates,
resulting in the first 144 pages of Joseph Smith's translation.
WriHen primarily as a religious rather than a historical record,
these pages emphasize the first half-century of history from Lehi
down to the death of Nephi's you nger brother Jacob. Only the
72 Wil1iilm G. Dever, "Archaeology, Syro-Piltestinian and Biblical,"
in D. N. Freedman et al., The Anchor Bible Dictionary, .... vols . (New
York: Doubleday, 1992), 1:366.
73 Ibid.
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last nine pages deal with the three centuries from Jacob's death
down to l30 s.c.
At thi s point Mormon's abridgment of the hi storical record
on the large plates of Nephi picks up and conti nues down to
Mormon's own time in the early fourth century. Occupying
about 320 pages in today' s text, Mormon's abridgment is not a
simple chronicle giving· equal attention to each year. More than
thrce·founhs of its text focuses on the the period from 130 B.C.
to the birth of Christ, and half of the remaining text deals with
the brief ministry of Christ in about A.D. 34. Then, in a mere
four pages, Mormon presents a sweeping summary of the next
three centuries of history down to his ow n time. Finishing off
the book are a few pages (about 12) of Mormon's original writings describing hi s own day. These are continued by Moroni,
who also added the brief abridged laredite record and some
short doctrinal writings.
From thi s summary it is apparent that the Book of Mormon
concentrates on certain specific and relatively brief hi storical
"epochs": the first from 600 to 550 B.C., involving Lehi and his
two sons Nephi and Jacob; the second from 130 B.C. to A.D.
34, reporting Nephite history from the days of king Benjamin
through the ministry of Christ; and the third covering the
destruction of Nephite civilization in the fourth century A.D.
Altogether, the text devoted to these three brief historical epochs
makes up ninety percent of Mormon's work, covering a total of
only three hundred years, or thirty percent of the full thousandyear span of the record.7 4
Given thi s hi storical structure of the Book of Mormon text,
we should fully expect some big gaps in the information it presents between the hi storical epochs on which it focuses. It
would be naive to think we cou ld correctly assume or guess at
the miSSing information to fill in these gaps. As an analogy,
consider a modern book containing a hundred-page chapter
about some events in tbe tenth century, a chapter of three hundred pages on the hi story of certain peoples in the sixteenth and
74 It is also noteworthy that Kunich's list of 54 possible population
size references has 43 in what I have called the second epoch, with a few references in first and lasl epochs. Even controlling for Ihe variable lengths of
the texts covering the epochs, this represents a disproportionate number of
references in the second epoch. and is consistent with the Book of
Mormon's claim that the Large Plates were concerned with historical reporting whereas the Small Plates (first epoch) emphasized religious teachings.
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early seventeenth centuries. and finally a few pages about the
twentieth century since World War 1. If we had such a book, we
surely would be cautious about trying to infer too much about
the historical periods between these widely disparate historical
eras. OUf discussion of populations in the Book of Mormon will
attempt to recognize the historical structure of the book by focus·
ing some brief interpretive comments about its populations on
each of the book's three epochs, giving due recognition to the
sparse lext linking these epochs.
First Epoch. Three families were represented in Lehi's group
as it fled Jerusalem. Lehi and Ishmael took their immediate
families, and Zoram went as a servant who later married a
daughter of Ishmael. Sometime between 588 and 570 B.C., Lehi
died (2 Nephi 4: 12) and his son Nephi fled with four other
named ind ividuals and their families (Zoram, Sam, Jacob,
Joseph), his sisters, "and all those who would go with me" into
the wilderness (2 Nephi 5:5-6). Accordi ng to the Book of
Mormon, "all those who wou ld go with me" consisted of rel ig ious believers who accepted the word of God through Nephi (2
Nephi 5:6). Calling their new homeland "Nephi" and calling
themselves "the people of Nephi" (2 Nephi 5:8-9), Nephi's
fo llowers began to prosper materially, "to multiply in the land"
(2 Nephi 5: 13), and to prepare to defend themselves against "the
people who were now called Lamanites" (2 Nephi 5: 14). One
reading of the latter phrase is that "Lamanites" is a new name for
the family and followers of Laman, the brother-enemy from
whom Nephi fled. Another possible reading is that some people
not previously called Lamanite5 were now so called, presumably
because of Laman's affi li ation with them.
Although it is unclear exactly when Nephi departed for the
wilderness with his followers, it was sometime before 569 B.C.
(2 Nephi 5:28-32). When creating his record on the small plates
in this year, Nephi emphasizes that "we had already had wars
and contentions with our brethren" (2 Nephi 5:34), presumably
meaning the Lamanites. For another fifteen years Nephi ruled
his people, finally anointing a king to succeed him. After
Nephi's death the term Nephite appears for the first time in the
historical record. 75 Whatever previous meanings the term had,
Jacob decides to define it this way: "now the people which were
75 The term Nephile appears earlier in the Book of Monnon, but only
in Nephi's prophetic writings (2 Nephi 29: 12- 13).
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not Lamanites were Nephites" (Jacob I: 13). He remarks somewhat ambiguously that "they" (Lamanites and Nephites?) "were
called Nephites. Jacobites. Josephites, Zoramites. Lamanites.
Lemuclites, and Ishmaelites" (Jacob 1:13), but Jacob's intent is
to refer to these various peoples (tribes?) according to a simple
we-them. friend-enemy scheme. He will "call them Lamanites
who seek to destroy the people of Nephi" and "those who are
friendly to lking?] Nephi I shall call Nephites, or the people of
Nephi, according to the reigns of the kings" (Jacob 1:14).
Jacob's mention of various "-ites" and his mention of a Nephite
king, a temple, significant wealth, and the Nephite penchant for
polygyny (Jacob 1:9-18), may suggest to the casual reader a
fairly large population living in a fairly complex society. But
there is a hint that this may not be the case when Jacob reports
that the Nephites have only two "priests and teachers" (Jacob
I: 18). Some demographic considerations also raise questions
about how large the Nephite population in Jacob 's day could
have been.
Since the founding families of Nephites who followed Nephi
into the wilderness are at least paflially enumerated in the text,
we can roughly estimate how many descendants this founding
group might have produced over time. For this purpose we use
the Camsim demographic sim ulation modeJ76 to estimate the
number of living descendants a group of five founding families
might produce at sixty years from the births of the founders. The
simulation assumes a nearly zero overall population growth rate
of .0 I percent and allows for realistic levels of chance variation
(stochasticity) in fertility and mortality among individuals and
families. We choose sixty years from the births of the founders
as the target date for measuring the size of the population
76 Camsim is a computer simu lation model for deriving kin numbers
from demographic rates developed by the present author in his research affilialion with the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social
Structure at Cambridge University. The Camsim model and its results have
been applied by the author and other demographers and historians to problems in demographic history concerning populations in Italy, China,
England, and ancient Rome. The principal descriptions of the model are in
James E. Smith, 'The Computer Simu lation of Kin Sets and Kin Counts,"
in Don gaarts ct aI., cds., Family Demography. 249- 66, and James E. Smith
and J. Oeppen, "Estimating Numbers of Kin in Hi storical England Using
Demographic Microsimulation," in O. Reher and R. Schofield, eds., Old and
New Me/hods ill His/oricol Demography (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1993),280-317.
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because Nephi probably was born sometime a decade or so
before 600 B.C., making it sixty years from his birth to the time
he hands over the plates to Jacob around 550 B.C.77 Other
founders were probably born later and earlier than Nephi, so we
are supposing that on average they were about the same age as
Nephi when the founding group was formed. Figure 4 presents
the results of the demographic simulation. It is evidenllhat there
is a range of poss ible population sizes just as one would expect
in a small populat io n subject to random fluctuations in their
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Figure 4. Simulated Descent Group Size: Five Founders. After 60 Years.
Camsim computer simulation model.

growth. As the fig ure shows, the greatest c hances are th at there
were between twen ly-five and thirt y-five descendants of the
founding group ali ve near the time of Nephi' s death. But we
also note that there is a reasonably high probability (about a five
77 For a more detailed analysis of Lehi's family and the possible
demograph ic composition of his group, see John L. Sorenson. "The
Composition of Lehi's Family," in John M. Lu ndquist and Stephen D.
Ricks, cds. , By Study and Also by Faith : Essays in Honor of Hugh W.
Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990).
174-96.
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percent probability) that the number of descendants could have
been greater, say between fifty and sixty-five people. To give
perspective on this probability, a five percent probability is about
the same chance that a family of four children today will have all
four children of the same sex-not an entirely commonplace
event, but one that is not terribly su rprising or improbable either.
With these demographic results we see that the Nephite
population at the lime of Nephi's death and during Jacob' s ministry would have been small. The key demographic assumptions
in this exercise are that the Nephiles lived under conditions of
generally zero population growth, that the founders were born
pretty much around 610 B.C. , and that there were about five
founding families. Since these arc conservative assumptions,
they can be questioned and modified to yield larger numbers of
Nephites in the simulation. However, it would take very large
and probably unreali stic changes in these assumptions to make
much difference in the order of magnitude of the resulting population sizes. For, even if the simulations were low by a factor of
five, we would only end up computing a few hundred Nephites
rather than a few dozen in about 550 B.C. Our demographic
exercise strongly suggests that the various "-ites" enumerated by
Jacob were small familial and tribal groups rather than full-scale
populations and societies. Perhaps Jacob saw it as splitting hairs
to continually refer to such small groups individually, and perhaps that is one reason he wanted to talk of his people as onethe people of Nephi, or simply "Nephites."
By about 400 B.C. , or two hundred years after Lehi left
Jerusalem, the recorder larom writes that the people of Nephi
had "multiplied exceedingly, and spread upon the face of the
land" (Jarom 1:5,8). Along with Nephites, the Lamanites also
were "scallered upon much of the face of the land" but they were
"exceedingly more numerous" than the Nephites (larom 1:6).
How many descendants might our founding group have had at
this two hundred year mark? Camsim si mulation results are presented in figure 5 showing that the greatest chances were in the
one thousand (or a little more) range. However, there are substantial chances that Ihe population could be smaller or larger
than thi s, with about a ten percent chance that there were more
than 2,000 Nephite descendants at this point. Whether this
constitutes "multiplying exceedingly," or whether it is enough
people 10 "scaner upon much of the face of the land" is a matter
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of interpretation that might be illuminated by textual-historical
analysis beyond what we can do here.
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Figure 5. Simulated Descent Group Size: Five Founders, After 200 Years,
Camsim compUier simulation model.

The population numbers we have put forward-perhaps
dozens of Nephitcs in about 550 B.C., and perhaps hundreds or

a couple of thousand at 400 B.C.-arc conjectures based on a
demographic model under various assumptions. Assumptions
could be changed to assume that the Nephites intentionally
experienced higher fertility rates, and our earlier review of
historical demography allows that this could happen in historical
populations. Or, there might well have been more founding
families than the five we conservatively assume for Nephi's
group. But even changing these or other assumptions, we can
anticipate that the order-of-magnitude size of early Nephite
populations in the first epoch of Book of Mormon history was
unlikely to have exceeded a few thousand people who descended
from Nephi's original founding group.
Second Epoch. The second historical epoch in the Book of
Mormon begins in about 130 B.C. By this time there had been a
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major change in the situation of the Nephites. Sometime in the
third or second century B.C. a Nephitc named Mosiah fled from
his people with "as many as would hearken unto the voice of the
Lord" (Omni I: 12). His party discovered the land of Zarahemla,
ruled by king Zarahemla, who was a descendant of the same
Mulek who left Jerusalem after Lehi (Mosiah 25:2). The people
of Zarahemla were "exceedingly numerous" (Omni I: 17) and
they apparently willingly accepted Mosiah the Nephite as their
next king. The Book of Mormon reports many fewer Nephites
than people of Zarahemla, and many fewer Nephites and people
of Zarahemla combined than there were Lamanites (Mosiah
25:3-6). With their new Nephite king, the people ofZarahemla
became known as Nephites, and the kingship passed down
Mosiah's lineage to his son Benjamin, and then to his grandson
Mosiah.
It was upon the death of the latter Mosiah that a new form of
government with judges came into existence, and soon thereafter
the Amlicite insurrection yields precise numerical data concern~
ing battle casualties.18 During a civil war baule in about 87 B.C.
between the Amlicite and the loyalist armies, 12,572 Amlicites
and 6,562 loyalists were killed. We can start to estimate popula~
tion numbers from these counts using a stable population model.
The stable population model allows features of a population's
age structure to be calculated given an assumed mortality level
and population growth rate. The calculations are complex, but
their results are presented in published reference tables.19 Using
these tables we find that a population having high mortality and a
zero population growth rate would have about twenty-five percent of its numbers in the ages between fifteen and thirty. Thus,
if we know the number of fifteen- to thirty-year-olds in such a
population, we can multiply by four to estimate the total popula~
tion size.
One conjecture would be that the battle casualties during the
Amlicite insurrection were heavy, perhaps accounting for fifty
percent of the fighting men. A much lower casualty rate, say ten
perccnt, could be taken as the other conjectured extreme. Under
the heavy casualty assumption, the 19,000 combined Amlicite7R These are the first sueh precise data occurring in the text. Later in
the text (Mosi ah 9: 18- 19), but referring to an earlier c hronological date
(about 187 B.C.). there is a reporl of baltle casualties in Zeniff s encounter
with the Lamanites.
79 Coale and Demeny. Life Tables and Swble Populations.
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Nephile casualties would imply an army size of 38,000. If all
fifteen- (0 thirty-year-old males were enlisted in the army, the
male population size would be 38,000 times 4, or abour
152,000. This implies a total male and female population of
aboul 300,000 Nephites. Under the assumption of a len percent
battle casualty rate, this method of calculation estimates a total
population of about 1.5 million Nephites. As with the earlier
simulation model, the assumptions underlying this demographic
model can be questioned from a number of angles. But probably
the biggest source of uncertainty is the assumed casualty rate.
Since fighting continued after this particular battle, it is unlikely
that the decimation of either army was near complete. However,
the decimation of the Amlicites may have been greater than that
of the Nephite loyalists. Soon after the great battle, the Amlicites
joined up with the much larger Lamanite forces, perhaps indicating their need to retreat and to search for a strengthening
alliance. If we assume that half the Amlicite army and only ten
percent of the Nephite army were killed, the estimated total
Nephite (including Amiicite) population is about 720,000. So
we end up with three speculative and divergent estimates for the
total Nephite population in 87 B.C. The three estimates are:
300,000; 720,000; and 1.5 million. Such a wide-range of estimates is to be expected from such limited textual data that only
counts battle casualties. With further textual analysis, additional
historical interpretation, or refined demographic methodology,
the estimates might be narrowed, but this is beyond our current
purpose.
With Nephite population totals in 400 B.C. in the range of
several hundred to about 2,000 people, and with population
totals in 87 B.C. between 300,000 and 1.5 million people, what
are we to make of Nephite population hi story between these two
years? First, we must remember that the definitions of Nephite
in 400 B.C. and that in 87 B.C. were different. At the earlier time
Nephites may have been only descendants of the founding
group, whereas in the later time Nephites were those who went
with Mosiah combined with the people of Zarahemla whom they
joined, and who were at least doubly numerous. Thus, an
appropriate way to compute population growth among the original Nephites is to compare the 2,000 estimated Nephites for 400
B.C. and the 100,000 Nephiles implied by a total population of
300.000 in Zarahemla, or with 500,000 Nephites in Zarahemla
if the total population of that place was 1.5 million.
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For the Nephite population to have grown from 2,000 to
100,000 people between 400 and 87 B.C. would imply an average annual growth rate of about 1.25 percent. With an expectation of life of 25 years this rate of growth would require Nephite
fertility to be at the level of 7.2 live births on average for women
completing their fertility . Thi s is an improbably high, but not
impossible, fertility level, being higher than most ubserved natural fertility level s. However, a reasonable but higher life
expectancy of 30 years combined with a fertility level of about
6.0 births would achieve a 1.25 percent growth rate. Thus a
possible scenario for Nephite population change between 400
and 87 B.C. would be that the population of 2,000 Nephites had
high fertility generaling populalion growth at the level of 1.25
percent per year, thus producing lOO,()(X) Nephites in Zarahemla
who were descendants of Nephi's founding group.
Extreme caution is needed before positing thi s or any other
scenario as a hi storical reality . The information in the Book of
Mormon is sparse; our interpretations of the text are tentative;
and the assumptions underlying the demographic calculations are
so far untested. In light of this, the term " plausible conjecture"
best describes our results, and we are in the company of other
historical demographers of the ancient world when we produce
such conjectures to set a demographic context for the historical
record. It also should be emphasized that our conjectures require
the Ncphite population to maintain high fertility for three centuries. In this regard, it may be that comments in the Book of
Mormon about multiplying exceedingly and filling the land are
indicative that Nephite fertility was indeed high, at levels perhaps similar to that of other preindustrial high-fertility groups
like the hi storica l Hutterites, Amish, or Mormons. Again, we
need not take our interpretations and conjectures as complete or
final until more consideration can be given them. There remains
the possibilily that they will prove wrong, but also the possibility that in refining them they will prove plausible. Among the
unanswered issues that will eventually need consideration are the
questions of the origin and numbers of the people of Zarahemla
(docs our ass umption of 200.000 "Mul ekites" make sense?),
and the question of who the Lamanites really were, and why
they are identified by Book of Mormon writers as racially different from the Nephites. These topics in Book of Mormon population studies await our seriou s attention. The critical study of
ancient scripture promises no quick and easy answers.
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Third Epoch. Mormon himself recounts the brief and tragic
history of the Nephites in the fourth century. As a military leader
who fig hts and strategizes to keep his people alive. Mormon, not
surprisingly, records several details about the size of Nephite
armies. But w ho were these Nephitcs whose armies Mormon
led? Mormon makes the point that he is a literal descendant of
Nephi and that he has been given the ancient Nephite records,
indicating his strong sense of continuity with the original
founding group of Nephites and w ith Nephi, son of Lehi, himself. But it would be far too simplistic. and not supported by the
text of the Book of Mormon, to assume that this implies that all
Ihose called Nephites in Mormon's day were literal descendants
of the ancient Nephi or his founding group. As we have seen,
there were many more people of Zarahemla than Nephites, and
subsequent history reveals Lamanite conversions and consolidation with the Nephites in large numbers. Ultimately, in the first
and second centuries A.D. there was a mixing of peoples in
which "-ites" were not distinguished, and it was from this consolidated body that Nephites, Lamanites and other "-ites"
emerged again in the early third century (4 Nephi I: 17, 20, 25,
35-36). This complex social, political, economic, and perhaps
demographic mixing of populations is only mentioned briefly
but tantalizing ly in Mormon's four-page summary of the three
centuries of history from Christ to his own day.
From a demographic perspective it is not hard to imagine a
significant population of Nephites in Mormon's day even under
the narrow assumpt ions that all of Mormon's Nephites were literal descendants of the population of Zarahemla. With a moderately positive population growth rate of .1 percent per year, a
population of 300,000 in Zarahemla in 87 B.C. would produce
450,000 in Mormon's day. This is a highly schematic estimate.
But proceeding forward with this line of reasoning, the stable
popu lation model reveals that about 28 percent of this popu lation
wou ld be 15 to 30 years old. This, in turn, implies about 63,000
males of these ages (450,000 x .28 x .5 to get males only), presumably being the male population from which the armies were
drawn. Mormon reports armies of 40,000 (Mormon 2:9) and
30,000 (Mormon 2:25) troops in the years A.D. 331 and 346,
numbers easily attainable according to our demographic speculations.
It may be, as Hugh Nibley has suggested, that Mormon ' s
armies represented only a part of the Nephite population for
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which Mormon was the military commander. 80 This may accou nt for the faclthal a much larger army of 230,000 is reported
at the final battle of Cumorah in the later fourth century, If this
large army included all of the 15-to-30-year-old males in the
Nephite population, the total population size would have been
about 1.6 million people. Since we have favored the 300,000
number for Zarahemla in 87 B.C., and these 300,000 could not
realistically have grown to 1.6 million by Mormon's day,81
where could all the additional people have come from? Again,
there is a lot of Nephite history involving changing population
definitions and poss ible population assimilation and mixture
during three centuries before Mormon. One view would be that
these processes resulted in large numbers of people besides literal descendants of the Zarahemla population being incorporated
under the political, social, or geographical rubric Nephite.
It is also interesting to consider an alternative to this interpretation. A half century prior to Cumorah, Mormon attempted to
gather the Nephitc people together "in one body" for self-preservation (Mormon 2:7, 20--21), Icading to an eventual treaty with
the Lamanites that removed the Nephitcs from their southern
lands (Mormon 2:28-29), and gathered them toward the north.
Thus, fift y years later, when Mormon promised the Lamanite
king he would "gather together our people unto the land of
Cumorah, by a hill which was called Cumorah" (Mormon 6:2),
he was only con tinuing a strategy that had bee n exercised
before, Mormon notes that the gathering to Cumorah included
"all the remainder of our people" and that it "gathered in all our
people in one" (Mormon 6:5-6) into a land of many waters,
rivers. and fountains around the hill Cumorah (Mormon 6:4), As
thc Lamanite armies advanced on these gathered Nephites, the
wives and children were filled with "awful fear," and as the battle began every Nephite soul was "filled with terror" (Mormon
6:7-8), As the slaughter progressed, Mormon notes that hi s
men, meaning presumably hi s cohort of ten thousand soldiers,
were slain (Mormon 6: 10). Later he elaborates that some people
(soldi ers?) escaped southwa rd , and a few deserted to the
Lamanites, and he recounts that except for these "all my people,
80 Hugh W. Nibley, All Approach to the Book of Mormon, 3d ed.,
vol. 6 in The Collected Works of HI/ gh Nibley (S alt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F. A.R.M.S., 1988),427.
81 To do so would require a long-term average growth rale of .4 percent which is improbably high, but not totally impossible.
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save it were those twenty and four who were with me" were
killed (Mormon 6: 15).
The account of the gathering of all the Nephite people in the
lands around eumorah, and the way Mormon refers to his
women and children, men, and people, somewhat interchangeably, introduces some ambiguity into his account. Could it have
been that in their last-ditch effort at survival, preparing as they
were for a prearranged great battle, Mormon and the 22 other
leaders divided the whole Nephite people, rather than just the
armies, into contingents of len thousand each? If S0, the victims
of the slaughter at Cumorah were 230,000 men, women, and
children, all of the Nephites who had gathered around Cumorah.
If 230,000 were the size of the total Nephite population at this
time, what would have been the army size at the battle of
Cumorah? Our stable popu lation model, which places 28 percent
of the population in the ages 15 to 30, shows 32,200 men in
these age groups from a total popu lation of 230,000 (i.e.,
230,000 x .5 to get males, x .28 to get 15-30-year-olds. resulting in 32,200.) Th is is strikingly simil ar to the number of
Nephite troops Mormon reported leading a half-century earlier.
Perhaps, then, a total Nephite population of 230,000 with an
availab le army of 32,000, is a consistent estimate of the Nephite
demographic situation at {he last great battle, with perhaps higher
numbers in the decades of wars preceding Cumorah during
which the Nephites may have begun slipping into demographic
decline. This interpretation does not sit entirely well with the
report of warfare at Cumorah: cohorts of ten thousand certainly
sound like army cohorts. But a total Nephite population of about
a quarter million people, with armies in the tens of thousands,
also sounds reasonable in light of our growing realization that
demographic analysis seems often to suggest that descendants of
Nephi's founding group may have been a relatively small population in a sea of other peoples.
Whatever the ultimate outcome of our conjectures in Book of
Mormon demography, so far it appears that we can work within
the bounds of demographic science to explore the text of the
Book of Mormon as an ancient historical record. Over time,
serious study of the Book of Mormon from interdisciplinary and
critical perspectives may begin to replace artifactual and "proof'
arguments for the Book. If so, perhaps further attention to hist?rical demography wi ll help to illuminate its historical dimensions.
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Conclusion
Modern biblical scholarship accepts the historical study and
interpretation of scripture as one of many approaches to understanding scripture. It has been recognized for many years that
the Bible is a complex written work and that no single scheme of
interpretation, whether historical, theological, legal, or literary,
can milk all of its meanings or satisfy all future thirst. Moreover,
Morgan and Barton have shown that the use of critical methodologies for scriptural interpretation cannot be separated from the
wider interests and aims of those doing the interpretation, and
that no interpreter's aims are completely free of theological
underpinnings despite sincerest efforts to be strictly
"objective."82 In matters of scriptural interpretation where the
wider interests and aims of interpreters may not be apparent, and
where the technical merits of an argument can be difficult to
evaluate, our best guiding principle for examining so-called
"cutting edge research" may be: caveat emptor.
John Kunich suggests that we should "bring to our study of
the scriptures all of our abilities ... we routinely bring to our
occupations and avocations" so that we can avoid "superficiality
more akin to idolatry than to reverence" as we study the Book of
Mormon (p. 265). In today's world of massive literatures on
almost any specialized subject, avoiding superficiality can be a
difficult challenge. I am reminded of anthropologist Kathleen
Gough's venture into some demographic aspects of ancient
Greece which appeared in a volume edited by the prominent
Cambridge anthropologist Jack Goody. Her work drew the following commentary from the distinguished Cambridge ancient
historian Sir Moses Finley:
She first takes figures for the population of fifth century B.C. Athens from ... a derivative source with
no standing in the mauer, adds in a note an "estimate" by
Talcott Parsons which is si mply preposterous, then
asserts that a majority of the women were illiterate and
implies the same for slaves for those she inaccurately
terms "disfranchised foreigners," none of which is correct, and on that foundation, which I cannot even call
sand. [she 1 concludes ....
82 R. Morgan with J. Barton , Biblicalllllerpretalioll (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 1988),9.
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Mi ss Gough, "side-stepping tedious hi storical
chores," has made no effort to consult any of the available research. It wou ld not be difficult to imagine her
reaction were a classical historian to treat her subj ec t
matter in so caval ier, I mi ght say contemptuous, a
manner.S3

The Book of Mormon, with its various literary , lin gui stic,
and hi storical dimensions, deserves serious study that does not
sidestep the tedious chores of research. It is the hope of scholarship that ongoing serious study of the scriptural record will ultimately help to illuminate it s religi ous and historical truth .
Meanwhile. if modern scholarship, including modern biblical
criticism, has taught us anything. it is that our conclusions about
what we think we know ought to be tempered by a sincere
recognition that we do not know it all.

83 M. I. Finley, The Use and Abuse of History (London: Penguin,
reprinted 1990), 106-7.

Deanne G. Matheny, "Does the Shoe Fit? A Critique
of the Limited Tehuantepec Geography." Pp. 269328.
Viva Zapato! Hurray for the Shoe!
Reviewed by John L. Sorenson
Since [ first began publishing on Book of Mormon topics, I
have urged colleagues to criticize and thu s to improve my work.
However, the reviews of An Ancient American Setting for the
Book of Mormon I published heretofore have contributed little
that I cou ld use to correct or clarify the book. Matheny 's article
is the first review to treat a wide range of the book's subject
matter at a professional level. I find her piece weak in scholarship and faulty in logic. Yet her challenge has had a beneficial
effect-it has sent me back for a full look at my own work. I
come away confirmed in my view that it is sound, although in
sixty pages Matheny was apparently unable to discover its
strengths.
Her critique is phrased in a manner that will be welcomed by
those who do not take the Book of Mannon seriously or wish it
would go away . Some of them are already busy citing her piece
as demonstrating that the Book of Monnon and my book fail the
test when confronted by her "critical methodology." Dr.
Matheny has since assured me that she did not intend such a
condemnation of the sc ripture, and I am glad to know that.
However, no hint of a positive evaluation of the Nephite record
is apparent in her critique. I have found by experience that
scholars cannot be too careful in phrasing their results relating to
a sensitive issue like "archaeology and the Book of Mormon" to
avoid twi sted attributions. Neither can we be too careful of the
publishing company we keep .2

John L. Sorenson, All Ancient American Setting for the Book of
Mormon (S alt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1985).
2
Despite care I have taken to make explicit my belief in the
Nephite scripture. I was recently described by activist disbelievers as "an
honest Monnon doubter" and misquoted to support the imputation that I do
not really believe the Book of Mormon is ancient (in the August 1993

298

REVIEW OF BOOKS ONTIiE BOOK OF MORMON 611 (1994)

Matheny leaves me wi th a dilemma. Rather than take time

and energy to prepare a response (0 her, I would much prefer
simply to move ahead with my projects. But by doing so I
would permit the naysayers to claim that I cannot respond, that I
have been intimidated by the power of Matheny 's " new
approach ," that my book has been disemboweled by her schol-

arly sword. They could paint me as brooding, defeated, in my
"tent." So, reluctantly , I am obliged to correct the record.
There are five general problems with thi s critique:
1. Matheny 's stance is often ethnocentric, visibly failing 10
appreciate how Ncphite culture differed from that of the modem
Western world. This results in projecting back upon the text her
own unjustified notions.
2. She neglects to pay careful attention to the data and
arguments in my writings.
3. Her statements are often inadequately documented or
explained; that is, she appears to be ignorant of, or at least to
omit, crucial current data, as well as to ignore optimal logic and
scholarly methods.
4 . She readily accepts, or actually prefers, "au thoritative"
assertions in stead of discerning and correcting errors of fact,
interpretation, and theory independently- the hallmark of a genuine scholar.
5. There are gaps in her grasp of the epi stemology and
history of our shared fi e ld, Mesoamerican archaeology/ anthropology; conseq uentl y, she appears nai ve about its status and
limitations.

Summary of Specific "Problems" Raised
Matheny begins by lumping my model of "Book of Mormon
geography" with the writings of Hauck, Allen, and unmentioned
o thers in a catego ry she labe ls the " Limited Tehuantepec
Geography." (I have never used such a category becau se I consider the differences among the model s of the writers mentioned
too great for them to be combined usefully.) But then most of
the rest of her critique deals with "cultural problems" which she
says must be dealt with before any correlation of the Book of

Newsletter of "Concerned Chri stians and Former Mormons," Whittier,

California).

MATHENY. THE UMITED TEHUANTEPEC GEOGRAPHY(SORENSON)

299

Mormon with "the Limited Tehuantepec models" can be considered cred ible. The following are the major "problem" areas
noted:
I . The set of directions I employ in my model does not fit
what Matheny considers a "standard system of cardinal directions" which she supposes was used in Bible lands, by Book of
Mormon peoples, in Mesoamerica, and in the modem world.
2. laredite and Nephite metalworking referred to in the
Book of Mormon fails to match the picture she has in mind of
Mesoamerican metallurgy.
3. She bel ieves certain weapons, especially swords, men tioned in the Boo k of Mormon were of metal, but she is not
aware of Mesoamerican parallels for weapons she thinks are
indicated by certai n words in the sc ripture.
4. Tents are often mentioned in the Book of Mormon. No
evidence for a tradition of tent use exists for Mesoamerica , she
says.
5. She reads the Book of Mormon as indi catin g that
"economicall y important plants" were brought from the Old
World, but these have not been found in Me soamerica, she
asserts.
6. Animals which she believes are referred to in the Book
of Mormon are not familiar to her from Mesoamerica.
7. She says that the site of Santa Rosa, Chiapas, proposed
by me as a plausible candidate for the city of Zarahemla, has
already been excavated and what was learned does not agree
with how she thinks the scripture characterizes Zarahemla.
8. She does not believe that Mesoamerican archaeology
provides evidence for cultures comparable to what the scripture
describes for the laredites of the third millennium H.C.
Summary of My Response

I disagree with the phrasing, disc ussion, and documentation
in her discussion of all these "problems." None of the major
issues she raises constit utes a useful or lasting challenge to my
work or to the Book of Mormon , nor does her work constitute a
contribution to knowledge. A few minor points provide supplementary data or ideas that are of modest interest.
On the first point, the directions, her criticisms are based on
the assumption that the Book of Mormon text can be read as
"plain" English. She has fail ed to grasp the significance of my
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extensive data showing that Mesoamerican and all other ancient
direction systems were constructed on different cultural principles than ou rs or that Nephite direction usage can reasonably be
interpreted in light of what we know from antiquity. I find no
merit in her critique on this point. 1 had long ago considered all
of the alternatives the author suggests, only to reject them as
simple-minded or contrary to the text.
The discussion on metallurgy ignores or rejects important
information I have presented about occurrences and use of actual
metal specimens in Book of Mormon times as well as of linguistic evidence for very ancient knowledge of metals in
Mesoamerica. Again, none of what Matheny says is new , and
none of her arguments persuades me that I should revise my po~
sition regarding earlier~than~usua1 ly ~tho u ght metallurgy.
Point 3: Most of the weapons mentioned in the Book of
Mormon can be accounted for by reference to types al ready
known from Mesoamerica. In addition, one must recognize the
problems induced by translation to English of the military
nomenclature in the text, as well as the incompleteness of the ar~
chaeological record due to neglect, until very recently, of serious
research on the history of Mesoamerican warfare. Taking those
into considerati on, I am encouraged, not discouraged like
Matheny, about the prospects for resolving remaining obscurities about re lationships between Book of Mormon and
Mesoamerican weaponry.
Tents, the fourth "problem," are in fact extensively documented in Mcsoamerican ethnohistory. Direct archaeological
demonstration of thei r earlier presence is probably impossib le
because of the ephemeral nature of the structures. The criticism
of my position and of the Book of Mormon on this point is seriously flawed because of gaps in the writer's data and logic.
Much relevant literature relating to "problcm" areas five and
six-plan ts and animals mentioned in the Book of Mormoneludes Matheny. She has misconceived crucial related issues by
following established, dogmatic op inion which refuses to pay
attention to evidence for the trans-oceanic transfer of various
types of plants. Moreover, she fails to consider my published
c1ues--cspecially having to do with translation of the terminology for plants and animals-toward resolving what she thinks
are problems wi th the scripture's statements about fl ora and
fauna. Her arguments I either anticipated in my book or find to
lack value.
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Supposed difficulties between the Book of Mormon text and
what is known aboul Santa Rosa, Chiapas, result from the limited nature of the archaeological work done there or else from
Matheny's failure to assess critically the reports published on the
work at the site. She compounds the problems with the technical
information by misinterpreting the Book of Mormon text.
Finally, Matheny betrays defective understanding of currf-Ot
methods and results of dating early Mesoamerican cultures. Her
strictures against my dates for the laredites are poorly informed
and behind the times.
In short, I find the discussion of the eight major "problems"
to lack substance and accuracy. Consequently I am unable to
accept or significantly benefit from any of the criticisms.
Overall, Matheny has not given me cogent reasons to modify
the positions on Nephite geography or cuhure in relation to
Mesoamerica that I took in An Ancien/ American Selling for the
Book of Mormon. Still, the challenge has produced incidental
benefits for me. I have bcen forced to reexamine what I said
before, with the result that I am more confident than ever that my
1985 book is soundly based. My model of a considerable degree
of geographical and cultural fit between the picture of the
Nephiles presented in the Book of Mormon and scholarly information on Mesoamerica remains plausible. Yes, the shoe fits-a
little stiffly but about as well as most new shoes that need getting
used to.
To this point I have given a summary response to the critique. Some readers will stop atlhis point-bored, disappointed,
satisfied, or delighted. Finc. Others will want fuller details. I
welcome the chance to provide those, including new information
I have not previously published.
From this point on, my detailed comments will connect to
the critique by its page numbers. Concerning minor points for
which I provide no comment, my silence does not necessarily
mean I agree with Matheny'S point; more likely it means fatigue
from the length of this response.

Method in Anthropology
I am accused of dealing. in An Ancient American Selling, in
"unrelated bits and pieces of information" (p. 269). I plead
semiguilty, as would any anthropologist who collects as complete a range of data as possible on the people/culture he studies.
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Those not acquainted with how the discipline of anthropology
works may consider certain facts "unrelated," but insiders like
Dr. Matheny ought not to do so. The holistic principle, which
she must have been taught in her graduate study at the
University of Utah if not at Brigham Young University, leads
investigators in OUf discipline to suppose that all "bits and
pieces" of information about a culture we study are potentially
relatable to themes that emerge only as analysis proceeds. This is
as true of the study of "Nephile culture" as of any other. "Bits
and pieces" merely means the file is open.
If anything is anathema to good anthropology, it is substituting statements by "authorities" for actual observations. In our
fie ld we are specifically, heavily empirical. We accept what
informants tell us about a culture only as grist for our analysis/synthesis mill. Neither do we trust what other scholars think
who have worked on the same people. unless they document
their statements ("in spades," if they are archaeologists). Many
archaeologists have not internalized this need for comprehensive
inquiry, probably because in their specialized training and experience as a particular kind of anthropologist, they have not had
personally to undergo that bracing experience that social or cultural anthropologists must when they try to make sense out of a
strange people's pattern for li ving based on fragments of
observed behavior. Even the archaeological branch of anthropology. however, depends upon "bits and pieces" of data on the
material remains of a culture. Why else do excavators record all
that technical stuff about ceramics. for example, except in the
hope that someday they can make comprehensive sense of the
initially enigmatic details? My "bits and pieces" which Matheny
laments are simil ar. noting data about supposedly absent metals
or unexpected animals in anticipation that someday the current
paradigm may shift enough to make someone grateful that my
"anomalies" are on record and seem to fit. How disappointing.
then, to find Matheny urging the contrary; she prefers to settle
for a picture constructed from "the archaeological evidence as it
is now understood by most professionals in the field" (p. 270,
my emphasis).
The havoc wreaked on the search for truth by devotion to
authority has been widely documented. For instance, fo r a case
she knows well, Michael Coe's recent book, Breaking the Maya
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Code,3 relates in detail how costly the authority mode of thinking was in the quest to decipher the Maya hieroglyphs. For a
long time " most professionals in the field" rejected Soviet linguist Yuri Knorozov's approach to translating the glyphs. The
Big Scholars (hereafter abbreviated B. S.) accused him of having come up only with unrelated and illogica l " bits and pieces"
of decipherment. As Coe tells the story, the archvillain was Eric
Thompson, doyen of the " Mayani sts" of his day. Thompson
attacked numerous fellow scholars, including Matthew Stirling,
Benjamin Whorf, Knorozov , and our teac her, M. We ll s
lakeman, for reaching conclusions of which he disapproved. 4
Thompson's professional statu s was such that other B. S. followed him meekly. Not only did Thompson's fluent tongue and
acid pen serve to defend hi s personal intellectual positions, also
an ambitious program of popular publication intimidated those
unable to match his effect in shapin g the public's notion s about
Maya civilization. Marshall J. Becker has discussed the laller
side of Thompson: "The prodigious output of l. E. S.
Thompson, the persuasiveness of his style , the persistence of
hi s theme, and hi s great production of popul ar works were all
factors in disseminating" his theory that Maya civilization ended
because peasants revolted against their priests.S In the long run,
however, Knorozov's ideas on decipherment proved almost
completely right and Thompson's erroneous, while Thompson's
peasant re volt model for the Maya collapse has been completely
discarded.
In archaeology, the same problem of B. S. intimidation is
widespread. William N. Irving is distressed about it in relat ion
to "Early Man in the Americas," "where authority may masquerade as a reasoned conclusion , [and] boldly stated opinion may
pass for authority."6 Irving is pessimistic about the supposed
3
Michael Coe, Breaking the Maya Code (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1992).
4
Thompson effectively terrori zed Brigham Young Uni versity's
l ake man with a review of his book. The Origin and History ol llle Maya, so
slashing that MWJ refused ever again to try to publish a professional piece
"outside."
5
Marshall J. Becker. "Priests, Peasants, and Ceremonial Centers:
The Intellectual History of a Model," in Norman Hammond and Gordon R.
Willey, eds., Maya Archaeology and Ethnollistory (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1979), ! 1- 14.
6
William N. Irving, "Context and Chronology of Early Man in the
Americas," Annual Review of Anthropology 14 (1985): 529.
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authoritativeness of what Matheny respectfully terms "the
archaeological record ." "The majority of OUf practitioners and
interpreters continue to depend on a normative paradigm in the
analysis of artifacts, in which newly found objects must fit in
established categories or they cannot be accommodated,"7
Following close ly "the archaeological evidence as it is now
understood by most professionals in the field" tends to lead to
stodgy conservatism based on comfortable but outdated information. That is what Matheny urges on us by playing the
"professional acceptance" card.
Her di sc ussion of geography previews what recurs frequently in this critique-failure to appreciate our dependence on
the Book of Mormon text, which must lie behind all research on
the Nephites (pp. 270-71). In this case she looks to ecclesiastical , not scientific. authority. but the result is similar--diversion
from the task scholars face of investigating questions for which
the authorities do not know answers. In this case anything that
Church authorities-including Joseph Smith-have said about
"Book of Mormon geography" is irrelevant if it conflicts with
what is in the Book of Mormon itself. Joseph Fielding Smith
soundly taught, "It make s no difference what is written or what
anyone has said ; if what has been said is in conflict with what
the Lord has revealed [in sc ripture}, we can set it aside. My
words. and the teachings of any other member of the Church,
high or low, if they do not square with the revelations. we need
not accept them. Let us have this mailer clear."8 Better to drink
water from the original spring than to take it from downstream.
Anyhow, repeated statements by Church leaders have made clear
that there has never been a solution by revelation or fiat to any
ques tion s of "Book of Mormo n geography." Meanwhile, all
seriou s investigation of the statements on geography in the text

7
Ibid., 532. Or, as William Dever recently put it about the Holy
only until we
Land, "The archaeological data are unbiased . .
(archaeologists) begin to interpret them, and then we introduce our own biases." Authorities have the advantage, of course, that their biases are considered "authoritative." See William Dever, "How to Tell a Canaanite from an
Israelite," in Hershel Shan ks et aI., eds., The Rise oj Ancient Israel
(Washi ngton: Biblica l Archaeology Society, 1992),29.
8
Joseph Fielding Sm ith, Doctrilles oj SalvatiOIl, 3 vols. (Salt Lake
City: Bookcraft, 1956),3:203-4, quoted in my The Geography oj Book oj
Mormoll Events: A Source Book, rev. ed. (Provo : F.A.R.M.S., 1992),
388- 89.
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it sel f9 has demonstrated that a limited- that is, much less than
continental-geographical setting for the Nephites is required by
the book itself So the rhetorical posing Matheny engages in on
these two pages, as though it mattered what opinions church
leaders or members have had about geography, simply draws
her and her readers off track.
Matheny' s footnote on a possible Andean scene for Nephite
lands reveals innocence concerning the issues involved in any
correlation (p. 272). Whoever aims to deal with thi s subject will
save time, trouble and embarrassment by carefully reading my
Source Book.!O
The concept "Nephi Ie north" is not mine, consequently it is
not appropriate on a map representing my views (p. 274, map 2.
and p. 277). If " unfortunately Sorenson never gives an exact
figure" for the differe nce between "cardinal north" and "Nephite
north ," it is because our informant, Mormon, has given us
insufficient basis for any specific figure . (It is poss ible that he
thought in terms of a north quarter, not a north point-see
below.)
Disappointing ethnocentric naivete is shown in pages 27477. For e xample, the statement is made that "The Book of
Mormon account offers what appears to be a standard scheme of
cardinal directions" or the "standard trad itional interpretation of
the direction system." But the only directional scheme we can
find is what we infer from incidental statements made by
Mormon in the text, for he never consciously "offers" us the
direction scheme in hi s mind. A greater lapse is the idea that the
"standard scheme of cardinal directions" has a long hi story . That
is folk thinking. This supposed "standard scheme" is actually a
mental artifact of Western European culture developed large ly
since the ri se of the com pass and of science not many centuries
ago. J J 1 should have thought that anthropologist Matheny would
have been aware of the historical lateness and arbitrary nature of
this cultural construct. The chief point of Appendix 3 in my
Source Book has escaped her-every direction scheme is a cul9
Beginn ing less than sixty years ago, as documented in my Source
Book as well as in "Di gging into the Book of Mormon," £lIsign 14
(September 1984): 29, 36- 37.
10 See espec ially Parts 6 and 8, plus the summaries in Part 2 of
several convo luted failures to fit Book of Mormon evenls into a Soulh
American selling.
I I Sorenson, A Source Book, 401-2, 407.
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tural accident; OUf European version is no more "true," no more
"obviou s," and hardly more ancient, than any other scheme.
From my perspective as an anthropologist, I can hardly
stress too much the obstacle which cullural naivete poses for
scholarship on the scriptures. At point after point Matheny
comes across like so many less-qualified writers on the Book of
Mormon , unwary of that damning fault--ethnocentric thinking- the avoidance of which is a sine qua non of an anthropological approach. A John Kunich may be excused his naivete
from lack of appropriate training (p. 264: "The plain meaning of
the Book of Mormo n' s own words"). But Matheny, a professing anthropologist, should not have fallen into the same trap
(p. 32 1: "the plain meaning of the words in the text of the Book
of Mormon") . Decades of scholarly re search and publication
have shown remarkable subtlety in the literary and cultural forms
used in writing the Book of Mormon. 12 Had s he examined that
research literature, she might have avoided this problem. (I say
"mi ght" because some of those writing in the Metcalfe volume.
while aware of those studies, still choose to assert that the language of the scripture came from nineteenth-century New York.)
No. the lang uage of the Book of Mormon may be considered
"plain" only at seve re intellec tual peril. (The basic principles
which the sc ripture teaches are another matter; they manage to
come through plain enough--even though, no doubt, subtleties
in the teachings still escape us.)
Innocence about the role of culture and its processes in the
formation and phras ing of the Book of Mormon and of the lives
o f the people it treats is further shown by Matheny'S assuming
(p. 277) that any Nephite directional scheme mu st have been
brou ght direct from the Near East. Wider acquaintance with the
anthropological literature on culture change processes could have
warned her against assuming such simple continuity . The text of
the Book o f Mormon itself warns against a Simplistic interpretation of cultural process. For example, Alma 11:4 teH s us that the
Nephite sys tem of measures was not the same as that o f the
12 She could have looked, for example. at my article. "The Book of
Mormon as a Mesoamerican Codex." F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1977; Donald
Parry's massive The Book of Mormon Text Reformatted According to
Paralle/is(ic Patterns (Provo: EA.R.M.S., 1992): or pieces by Tvedtnes,
Hardy, Szink, Goff. Ostler and others in John L. Sorenson and Melvin J.
Thorne, eds .• Rediscovering lhe Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1991).
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Jews, then gives us la redite names for certain of the Nephite
measures. 13 And , as I pointed out in An Ancient American
Settillg,J4 cultivat ion and culinary pract ices invol ving "corn" on
the part of the Zeniffites and Lamanites (see Mosiah 9:9) had to
be as native to America as the plant itself was.
" Pic king up a li ne of argume nt advanced by Palmer,
Sorenson singles out one Hebrew directional scheme" (pp. 27779). Act ually, what Palmer wrote on thi s point resul ted from his
rcad ing the widely circul ated manuscript of my book, as he
made clear in hi s int rod uct ion, even though his vol ume reached
print before mine.
The topic of directions still seems mysterious, not only to
Matheny but to other crit ics and general readers of my work. I
have tried several tirnes to make the matter clear, but perhaps one
rnore try here wi ll rnake the crucial poi nts unmistakable. Six
ideas are worth not ing. I 5
I . All systerns fo r labell ing direc ti ons are arbitrary and
sprin g from the uniq ue historica l, geographical and li ngu ist ic
backgrounds of spec ific peoples. 16 T housands of such sc hemes
have existed in history, and large nu mbers still exist.
2. More than one system of direct ion labe ls is commonly
used in a single c ulture. 17 The sun is in volved in many of these,
but in varied ways. After all, at best the su n "rises" or "sets" at
the same poi nt on the hori zon (if that point can indeed normally
be seen at all due to terra in, tree cover, cl ouds, etc.) no more
than two days per year as it moves through it s an nu al cycle,
hence "where the sun ri ses," for example, is indeterminate without further defin ition. In our society, as in nearly all others, a
few special ists (astronomers) determine and tell the rest of us
where, for example, "east" or " north" lies. Most people, even
today, remain vague about how their culture's ideal system of
directions applies in dai ly life.

13 See my article, "When Lehi's Party Arrived, Did They Find
Others in Ihe Land?" Journal of Book of Mormon Studies III (1992): 20.
14 Sorenson, All Anciem American Set/ing, 139-40.
15 Considerable documen tation for them can be found in Sorenson, A
Source Book. Append ix C.
16 See. for example, C. H. Brown, "Where Do Cardinal Di rection
Terms Come From?"' Amhropological Lil/gllistics 25 (1983): 12[-61.
17 See, for example, J. Kirk et aI. , "Caplain Cook ' s Problem: An
Experi ment in Geographical Semant ics," in M. D. Kin kade el aI. , eds ..
Lingllislics and Anthropology (Lisse, Belgium: de Ridder, 1975),445-64.
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3. Various other criteria (e.g., the rising or setting of certain
stars. seeing particular landmarks. or the prevailing wind) may
take precedence over the sun .
4. When a people move from one location to another. their
system of directions is quite sure to undergo change.
5. What exactly were the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of the directional terminology (or terminologies) used
by Lehi's family in the land of Judah? The Book of Mormon
never explains, and other sources such as the Old Testament fail
to make the matter clear to us either.

6. The Book of Mormon refers to directions at many
points, but no attempt at an explanation of their mental model,
however brief, is ever given. In fact, almost half of Nephite
history passes before the text first uses any direction term. We
are left to infer what we can about their system.
As a small cont ribution to the final point, I here rephrase
some "evidence from the Book of Mormon account" (which
Matheny calls for) which indicates that they did not fo llow a
direction scheme based on four "cardinal directions" translated
as "plain" east, north, west and south. In my Source Book I presented word counts of directional terminology in the present
English text. 18 Compressing that information to the maximum, it
shows:
"East" + "eastward" are used 38 times ("eastward" just
twice). "North" + "northward" used 76 times ("northward" 45
times). "South" + "southward" used 50 times ("southward" 20
times). "West" is used 28 times ("westward" is not used at all).
A lack of symmetry in this scheme is obvious. Unique ideas
and usages are implied. Aside from whatever these translated
words for directions denoted in relation to the natural world,
their use in the language of the Nephites does not seem to show
that they paid prime attention to the sun's rising or sett ing.
Failure to read my book carefully is shown by Matheny's
statement that 1 implied that "when Lehi's party landed, ... they
were confused [about directions] by their new surroundings"
(p. 277). To the contrary, I explic itly stated: "None of these
considerations imply thal the people involved did not understand
directional realities. Ancient inhabitants ... knew as well as you
or I ... where the sun rose. The problem was not one of ignorance but of difference in conceptual framework and language
J8

Sorenson, A Source Book, 425-26.
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between their culture and ours."19 The scriptural text is too brief
to tell us how directions were handled during the early Nephite
centuries, the crucial pioneering settlement period. The earliest
statement involving directions does not occur until about half of
Nephite history had passed (Mos iah 27:6; "east wind" in Mosiah
7:31 may be melaphorical; cf. Isaiah 27:8). So, in regard to the
Nephites' model of directions. we are left with a lingui stic end
product with no clear indication cf how the model arose in the
process of Nephile life. What I was doing was trying 10 explain
the result without claiming to know how it came about.
External sc holarly sources help us learn about the background of Nephite thought on directions. In my Source Book, I
recapitulate data on directional models in the ancient Near East
generally and in the land of Judah particularly.2 0 The Jews '
emphasis on orienting to the sun may not have come about until
Hellen istic influence flourished, well after Lehi's day.21 But
already the temple at Jerusalem was oriented to the rising sun.
However, that orientation was not to "cardinal east," as Matheny
assumes, but to the "east" where the sun rose on fall equinoxquite a different point on the horizon. Only on that one day were
the first rays of the morning sun allowed to shine directly
through the opened "eastern" door of the temple and into its holy
of hol ies. 22 But apparently Matheny does not understand that
two different "easts" are involved, for she says, contradictorily:
"This equinoctial orientation would seem to indicate that Lehi's
group was well aware of the positions of the standard cardinal
directions" (p. 278). How's that? Recognizing the sunrise point
on the equinox day in no way requires recognition of [he arbitrary point we call cardinal east. The east of the temple orientation was conceptually as distinct from cardinal east as "fiscal
year" is from " leap year" among us.23
Matheny's discussion of "north" is equally problematic. She
says, "It seems likely that travelers would have been aware of
19 Ibid., 42.
20 Ibid .. 404-7.
21 Sec Edwin R. Goodenough. Jewish Symbols of the Greco-Roman
Period. 13 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968),7:74-75.
22 So Julius Morgenstern, The Fire upon the Altar (Chicago:
Quadrangle. 1963), cited in Sorenson, An Ancient American Selling. 373,
n. 8, and Sorenson, A Sorlrce Book, 406.
23 Incidentally, she notes (p. 278) that where 1 use the term solsti tial
at one point in Afl Aflcieflt Americafl Sellifl8, equinoctial would be correct.
That change has been made in the last three printings of the book.

310

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON ll-IE BOOK OF MORMON 611 (1994)

the rolat.ion of the stars around the north celestial pole" (p. 278).
BUI billions of people reared in large numbers of cultures have

lived on earth without realizing this "fact" which she supposes
"seems likely." Anthropologists do not go by what "seems
likely" (ethnocentrically and in retrospect) but by what empirical

investigation reveals about culturally formatted "knowledge"
which particular peoples are known to have controlled and
utilized.
She falls into a nominalist fallacy (p. 278) by letting the
translated word "compass" determine how she thinks about the
"Liahona." By considering the latter to fit into the same lexical
domain as modern English "compass," she supposes that the
device must have pointed out (cardinal) directions to Lehi and
Nephi. But magnetism could not have been the operative basis,
since faith was (see Alma 38:40). If operative on the natural,
magnetic principle, why would the Liahona have ceased functioning as soon as Nephi was tied up (l Nephi 18: 12) and start
again when he was released? And how would a magnetic compass produce written messages (see 1 Nephi 16:26--27)? Clearly
the Liahona was only vaguely like compasses we know; it was
called by the same English word because, indeed, it was a direction pointer, but what it pointed to was the Lord's choice of
route, nor a fixed direction based on magnetism. In any case
"compass" is used only seven times, but "director(s)" ten times,
"ball" five times, and "Liahona" once. Such diversity of tenns
indicates that Nephi or Mormon was dealing with a meaning not
conveyed neatly by anyone of the terms in English.
It is in relation to Mesoamerican directional systems, however, where her notion of a standard set of cardinal directions
falls apart definitively. On page 279 she is still making it appear
that a single conceptual scheme governed the native peoples of
Guatemala, my suggested land of Nephi. The evidence offered
won't do, however. By citing Tedlock on Quiche Maya directions, she conveys to a reader unacquainted with my sources on
the same subject that she is showing me something I had overlooked. And by quoting only this one work and construing the
words as she has, she implies that contemporary Amerindian
groups in highland Guatemala share a single view of directionality which coincides with her "cardinal directions" notion, and,
by implication, with the Book of Mormon. But she ignores my
Source Book, which quoted studies by Vogt, Nash, Neuenswander, Gossen, and Coggins on Guatemala to make the point
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that "frameworks (for directions) vary in detail from locali ty to
locality."24 Tedlock adds nothing new, just one more (incompletely reported) case. The materials I cited show that cardinality
is not necessarily a major consideration and may not be involved
at al1. 25
There is more in the literature that may clarify the Nephite
system. Franz Tichy, who has studied Mesoamerican directions
perhaps morc than anyone else, says that the four "standard"
cardinal directions "appear to have little meaning in (ancient)
Mcsoamerica."26 Rather, "the limes of sunrise and sunset on the
horizon on the days of the solstices define, with zenith and nadir
points, the six cardinal directions of Mesoamerica."27 I pointed
out that the resulting angle between Mesoamerican "north" and
"west" and between "east" and "sout h" in Tichy's sense is only
about 50 degrees, not the 90 degrees of a "standard" cardinal
setup. Tichy's view is now supported by many other studies.
For example the Zoque people in a remote community in easternmost Oaxaca consider the world to be rectangular, with corners at the points where the sun emerges and sets on the solstice
days.28
In my Source Book I quoted no less an Establishment figure
than Professor Evon Z. YogI of Harvard on the noncardinal
nature of highland Maya directions. I have si nce come across
new information from him that rules out completely the idea that
"standard" cardinal directions were used by the Maya. 29 Since
his results have been published only in an obscure volume, I
quote him here as a convenience; perhaps it will once and for all
exorcise the notion of a Mesoamerican system of "cardinal
directions":
24
25

Sorenson, A Sorm:e Book., 407- 8.
For a non-"cardinal," non-solar based system which I have not
mentioned previously, see now Jose Fernandez, "A Stellar City: Utatlan and
Orion." paper presented at an international sympos ium , "Time and
Astronomy at the Meeting of Two Worlds," Warsaw, 27 April- 2 May
1992, which shows that all major temples at the late Quiche capital of
Utatlan were oriented to the heliacal setti ng points of stars in Orion, not to
the sun at all.
26 Sorenson, A Source Book, 410.
27 Ibid.
28 See Carlos Munoz M., Cr6nica de Santa Maria ChillUJlapa: ellla ...
sel\'(/s dellstmo de Tehuallfepec (San Luis PotoSI: Molina, 1977), 140.
29 See Evon Z. Vogt, "Cardinal Directions and Ceremonial Circuits
in Mayan and Southwestern Cosmology," Natiollal Geographic Society
Research Reports 2 1 (1985): 487- 96.
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Recent work by archeoastronomers, literary critics
and art historians, and field ethnographers challenges the
long-accepted anthropological conclusions tbat the Maya
recognized the four cardinal directions (North, South,
East, and West) found in European culture, and that
colors, gods, animals, birds, trees. and flowers were
associated with these directions. Since the ancient Maya
lived in the tropics, they observed a different kind of sun
behavior than did peoples living in higher latitudes. The
Maya had a poor view of the Pole Star and no constant
view of circumpolar stars; instead, the ecliptic included
their zenith. Hence, an East-West line could not divide
their sky into areas where the su n was and was not
(A veni, 1981 ; Brotherston and Ades, 1975; Coggins,
1980, 1982).
For the Maya, the ri sing and setting sun (for which
there are words in all Mayan languages) fonned the basic
orientation in the universe, and the North-South line was
not drawn as it was in the Old World. According to
Brolherston ( 1976), the Mayas had no concept for
<North and South'; rather, the two other 'directions'
indicated in codices and glyphs most probably meant
' moments in between' sunrise and sunset. In 1983
Bricker demonstrated that the four directional glyphs can
be read phonetically as <East, West, Zenith, and Nadir.'
Most likely the concept of cardinal directions described
in the literature on the Maya derives from Spanish
chroniclers and early anthropologists. (emphasis added)
Contemporary Mayas of Quintana Roo, Chiapas, and
Guatemala (Gossen, 1976; Villa Rojas, 1945 ; Vogl,
1976; Watanabe, 1983), when speaking in Maya rather
than Spanish, use only words for 'rising' and 'setting'
sun and differentiate between the two sides of the path of
the sun (what we call North and South) by right- and
left-hand symbolism, or in some cases by speak ing of
'up' or <down' (Watanabe. 1983). The Watanabe data
from the Mam area of northwest Guatemala demonstrate
that this view of the cosmos is buill into the very
structure of the Janguage.30

30

Ibid ., 487- 88.
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Vogt further found that the Hopi, Zuni, and Tewa pueblos of
the Southwest fail as much as the Tzotzil Maya to have any
"precise notions of the location of the four cardinal points on our
compass. Rather, the emphasis is on the rising and setting sun
on the horizon and the solstice positions of the sun. North and
South tend to be regions rather than precise compass points. The
four solstitial points (among the Hopi or Zuni) and/or the ri si ng
and setting sun and zenith and nadir among the Tzotzil Maya
present the only case to be made for four cardinal directions."31
William F. Hanks has published complementary information
which can help us understand "north" in the Book of
Mormon.32 Yucatan Maya shamans today, apparently following
very ancient tradition, distinguish between cardinal places and
cardinal directions. The former are rather generalized areas
(agreei ng with Aztec thought: "The directions south, east, north,
and west were viewed not as distinct points, but as quadrants").3 3 Of course the Book of Mormon refers to quadrants
("q uarters of the land").3 4 Hanks compares the manner of
speaking about directions in the Yucatec Maya language to what
Haugen found in Icelandic.35 For the two equally, "we must
know the speaker's destination as well as his current location in
order to compute directional reference." The "quarter" to which
one was headed, not intermediate points en route, determined
statements about a traveler's direction. Certain journeys, heading
literally west, for example, would be spoken of as going "north"
if the destination fell within the defined north quadrant.36 On
this logic, a Nephite headed to " the land northward" could be
said to be traveling " north" even though his momentary path was
to the east or west.
While it may be tiresome for me to present this material, a
version of which was laid out in my Source Book, I have felt the
31
32

Ibid., 493-94.
William F. Hanks. Referelllial Practice: Language and Lived
Space among the Maya (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1990).299306.
33 Frances F. Berdan , The Aztecs of Central Mexico: An Imperial
Society (New York: Holt, Rinehan and Winston, 1982). 122.
34 See Sorenson. A Source Book. 270, 274- 75, 280; and John E.
Clark. "A Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies," Review of Books Ol!
the Book of Mormon 1 ( 1989): 65--67.
35 Hanks. Referential Practice, 303; Haugen is summarized in
Sorenson. A Source Book. 403.
36 Hanks, Referelltial Practice, 303.
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need to do it since, as far as I can tell, Dr. Matheny has failed to
grasp its significance. Others have missed the point, too. I trust
it will now be unmistakable for all that the only productive
approach to understanding directions in the culture of the
Nephites is to forgel OUf own folk myth that the cardinal directions are "obvious" and look instead to real models from the
historical Near East and Mesoamerica which are based on
entirely different premises and to which the Nephite system was
plausibly related. Nothing known to scholarship and science
about direction systems hinders accepting a "limited Tehuantepec
model" of geography_
I had expected Matheny to do better discussing spec ifically
archaeological topics, but her undocumented mention of Tomb
12 at the site of Rio Azul, Guatemala, immediately raises a
problem. She says that a glyph which reads "sun" or "day" is
there painted on the "east wall," while a glyph for "night" or
"darkness" is on the "west wall" (p. 279). Actually the site has
not been fully reported (that I am aware of), and in the absence
of a definitive map, we cannot know to what "east" or "west"
the walls may have been oriented. Tichy and Vogt would be surprised if they faced our cardinal points. And perhaps Matheny is
unaware that actually eight glyphs appear on the tomb walls,
four for intermediate (?) directions as well as the four she
referred to. The result is an eight-fold partitioning of space, yet
we remain unclear on exactly how any of these glyph markers
relate to our directions)7
The complaint is made that I "ignore" the Yucatan peninsula,
a "large and important area containing some of the largest cities
ever built in Mesoamerica" (p. 280). Rather, in my studies I
simply looked at the text of the Book of Mormon and there
found no reference to an area having the characteristics of the
penin su la or of most of the rest of the lowland Maya zone. I
reali ze that thi s offends the sensibilities of those (perhaps
Matheny is among them) who think of "t he Maya area" as hav-

37 See David Freidel, Linda Schele, and Joy Parker, Maya Cosmos:
Three-Thousand Years on the Shama n's Path (New York: Morrow, 1993).
In the ga!Jey-proof copy I saw-lent by John E. Clark- the tomb glyphs
were discussed on pp. 41 and 359, while figure 2:8c reproduced George
Stuart's drawing of the eight glyphs. Thi s fascinating new volume
emphasizes how markedly different was/is the Maya conception of a stellarmarked cosmos from our modern solar-cosmic view. For a preview, see
Archaeology 46 (July-August 1993): 26-35.
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ing cultural primacy. The fact is, though, that the area was not
particularly central to developments in Mesoamerica.38 May anist
scholars have insisted on the area's importance in the same way
as the Classicists who long in sisted that Greece and Italy were
the centers of the "civilized world" or oikoumene of western
Eurasia. Hi storian s and archaeologists with a broader purview
found, nevertheless, that for thousands of years the Egyptians
had largely ignored what they considered the culturally retarded
Greek and Latin speaking zones to their north(westward) , while
one Mesopotamian kingdom and empire after another knew them
only as second or third order places. "The Maya area" was similarly peripheral through a good deal of Mesoamerican deve lopment. Now, if the Book of Mormon text were to refer to a tropical lowland and peninsula that see med to fit the Yucatan peninsu la , I would ha ve included it in my corre lation. But in my
reading of the text, it omits practically all the Maya area from the
Nephite mental map, so I omit it too.
An interesting contradiction appears at thi s point in the critique. Whereas the author had chided me for not paying attention
to "the Maya culture," now she finds fault with those of us who
take "examples and analogies" from that area to apply to the
Book of Mormon. But of course both the area to the south ,
whi ch I consider the actual scene of Book of Mormon events,
and Yucatan are parts of the same "culture area." The concept of
cultu re area in vo lves the sharing of cultural features over a
defined territory.39 The cu lture area on which I drew for
compari so ns const ituted all of Mesoamerica. It is as logical for
me to use analogies drawn from non-Nephite Yucatan to
illustrate life in the Book of Mormon as it is for other scholars to
apply cultural analogies from the recent Bedouin in Arabia to
illuminate life among the ancient Israelites of Palestine. Had I
c ited Maya n c ultural ways not as analogies to Nephite or
Lamanite life but as direct consequences of or hi sto ri ca l
derivations from peoples specified in the Book of Mormon , then
I could be methodologically culpable. But I did not do thaI.

38 See, for example, Kent V. Flan nery et aI., "Farm ing Systems and
Political Growth in Ancient Oaxaca," Science 158 ( 1967): 445-46.
39 For a theoretical discussion and examples, see A. L. Kroeber's
classic. Cultural alld Nmural Areas of Native North America (University of
Cali forn ia Publ ications in American Arc haeology and Ethnology No. 38,

1939).
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Archaeology
I had expected real substance in her section entitled
"Archaeology" (pp. 281-82), since this is Matheny's specialty.
But she begins by outlining Mesoamerican culture history so
simplistically as to give us almost a parody. For example, it has
been years since active researchers divided the Classic into just
Early and Late segments. Most Mesoamericanists have referred
to a Middle Classic since the 1978 Pasztory volume popularized
Parsons' concept. She also fails to mention the Protoclassic and
Epiclassic or Terminal Classic, other commonly employed subdivisions. Perhaps she is only writing simply for the benefit of
nonprofessional readers.
Dates for the major divisions of the sequence are discussed
both on pages 281-82 and on 317-20, but I will discuss the
whole subject of chronology at this point.
Matheny says that when I date Mesoamerican pottery and
accompanying agriculture-based village life back to about 3000
B.C., this "seems to be too early for the current dating of the
beginning of ceramics in Mesoamerica." She further states, "this
beginning is dated no earlier than about 2400 B.C.E. at Puerto
Marquez" on the coast of Guerrero and "about 2000 B.C.E. in
the Tehuacfin Valley of Puebla, Mexico." "Corrections of the
C-14 dates could push these dates back somewhat but likely not
600 years," she concedes vaguely (pp. 318-19). However, only
fragmentary excavations have been carried out so far on sites of
this period. It is unjustified to think that these limited results
have yielded a representative picture of life in that early era. Who
can say what will be revealed when more serious work is undertaken? A parallel comes to mind from the Near East in the
1950s. Braidwood had recently discovered the neolithic agricultural village of larmo, Iraq, and it seemed daringly early, well
before 4000 B.C.; surely nOlhing could be much earlier. Vel
subsequently, sites like <;atal Hi.iyuk in Anatolia were found
which have pushed the neolithic time boundary back by thousands of years. For Mesoamerica much information has already
appeared (which Matheny apparently does not control) that
moves village agricultural life back earlier than she allows.
An archaeologist undertaking this kind of critique should be
up-to-date on dating methods, notably the radiocarbon method,
but Matheny fails. Multifarious technical problems are now
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know n to beset the C- 14 tec hn iquc, but new physical and statistical procedures have also expanded its possibi lities.40 The dates
Matheny refers to are ev idently in "radiocarbon years," which
must be corrected or cali brated in o rder to fi t our normal calendar. T he dates to w hich she refers are incorrect ly labe ll ed
"B.C.E,"; but according to the commonest convention in the literature o n the radiocarbon method, she should have used "b,c."
to indicate that the dates have not been corrected or calibrat~d.
Perhaps the reason she fa iled to be aware of this terminology is
because she did not look beyond Adams' archaeology textbook
for her in fo rmation on carbon 14, For the dates I give be low,
this correct ion has been do ne. 41 Calibrated dates can be
expressed on ly as statistical ranges, not as single years; th is
means that there is a 95% chance that lhe real age falls within the
ind ica ted ran ge. A few of the dates th at apply to ea rly
Mesoamerican pottery-users, and presumably agriculture-based
villages, are:
Puerto Marquez, Guerrero (Brush): 3765-3000 B.C., ± 140
years (This is the date Matheny gives as "2400 B.C.E.")
Zohap ilco, D.F. (phase conla in ing the earliest ceramic fi gurine) (Niederberger): 4085-3645 B.C. ± 110
C uicuilco, D.F. (presumed "T lalpan phase") (He izer and
8ennyhoff):
3 160-2635 B.C. ± 120, and
2900-2325 S.c. ± 100
Cerro Chacaitepec (Chaicatzingo), Morelos (Grove):
23 10- 1735 B.C. ±90
Teopantecuanitlan, G uerrero (an "Ol mec ci ty") (M artInez
Donjuan):
2 11 5- 1640 B.C. ± li D
San Lorenzo Tenoc hti tl an, Veracruz (Baj io phase) (Coe and
Diehl):
40 I am preparing a paper which assesses the iss ues and presents
those radiocarbon dates for Mesoamerica which are methodologically most
acceptable. It will upd:lte my prev io us publ ications on chronology: "D,lIi ng
Archaeological Fi nds by Radioactive Carbon Content" (B righam You ng)
University Archaeological Society Bullelin No.2, 1951, pp. 1- 6; "A
Chronological Ordering of the Mesoamerican Pre-Class ic." Tulane
University Middle Americtln Research Institu te Publica/ioll 18. 1955, pp.
43-68; "A Mesoamerican Chronology: April 1977," and "Mesoamerican C14 dates revised," Katullob 9 ( 1977): 4 1-70.
41 Follow ing J. Kle in et al.. "Calibration of Radiocarbon Dates,"
Radiocarbon 24 ( 1982): 103- 50.
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1910-1435 B.C. ± 120
San Mateo Atlatongo, Mixteca Alta (zarate):
2100-1500 B.C. ± 130, and
1920-1670 B.C. ± 130
Others could be cited in the same range, but these are sufficient
to show that village life and ceramics were widespread in Mesoamerica during the period I assign to the early Jarediles.
To the contrary, the bracketing dales she uses (e.g., "Early
Preclassic," " 1500--1200 B.C.E.") are not c ritically acceptable
today. As a result, her argument on pages 318-19 in regard to
early village life and the laredites is passe. This is ironic, since
she makes a point of presenting herself as the experienced
archaeologist (on p. 291 especially)-implying a contrast with
me, who at best claims to be a fonner archaeologist.
Next she chooses to discuss "a core of cultural problems"
which she thinks a correlation between the Book of Mormon
record and Mesoamerica must resolve (p. 282). Nowhere does
she give a frank explanation for this dominant concern with
"problems." She might first have drawn attention to the sizable
body of cultural information in the Book of Mormon which
patently agrees with Mesoamerican culture. Nowhere does she
let readers know that such a positive corpus exists. For example,
she could have cited my paper, "The Book of Mormon as a
Mesoamerican Codex,"42 or my article, "The Significance of an
Apparent Relationship between (he Ancient Near East and
Mesoamerica," in the standard sc holarly volume on its topic. 43
Her insistent emphasis on "challenges" and "problems" may
invite some Latter-day Saint readers to question her opinion of
and approach to the sc ripture. But, of course, problems are what
stimulate any research. I raised my own share of problems in An
Ancienl American Selling-scores of them for the first time.
Moreover, I welcome all seriou s efforts (0 define and solve
remaining problems in interpreting the Book of Mormon in the
42 John L. Sorenson, "The Book of Mormon as a Mesoamerican
Codex," F.A .R.M.S. paper. 1976.
43 John L. Sorenson, ''The Significance of an Apparent Relationship
between the Ancien! Near East and Mesoamerica," in Carroll Riley et al.,
eds .. Man acro.~l' the Sea: Problems of Pre-Columbian Contacts (Austin :
University of Texas Press, 1971). 2 19-41 ; for a Latter-day Saint version.
see Dialogue 4 (1969): 80~94, or chapter 3 of Sorenson, All Ancient
American Settillg .
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light of external sources. My preference, however, is to provide
a balanced picture of the status of Book of Mormon studies by
pointing out problems that have already been successfully dealt
with at the same time that I direct attention to those yet facing us.
Matheny's treatment is unbalanced.
One result of her publishing thi s piece with such emphasis is
that her non-Latter-day Saint archaeologist colleagues who see it
will quickly classify her apart from the handful of us Lauer-day
Saints who are overtly trying to reconcile our knowledge of
ancient America with what we know from the Book of Mormon.
Many secular archaeologists (if they have an opinion at all) feel
either scorn or embarrassment for those of us who see the Book
of Mormon as a genuine ancient record. (They themselves have
not studied the volume as a cultural record in an y depth, of
course .) Many of them view faith in Mormonism as a bar to
doing reliable researc h on Mesoamerican or any other civilization , just as Thompson im pugned the quality of Knorozov's
scholarsh ip by carefu lly labeling him "Marxist." By publishing
thi s article, Matheny escapes the onus, whether that was her
inte ntion or not. I wish she had not di stanced herself so
markedly from my position but had indicated willingness to
assist positively in the remaining tasks that a responsible
scholarly approach to the scripture will entail.
In advertantly perhaps, her focus on "problems" while omitting the positive side, puts her methodologically in the came of
1. E. S. Thompson's critical methodology in terms that recall her
approach in this critique. Thompson attacked "three of [linguist
Benjamin] Whorf' s weakest cases [of proposed glyph decipherme nt], ... worrying them to death, while at the same time
deliberately skirtin g the trul y important part .... On the unwary
or unwise, this methodology makes a great impression-you
attack your opponent on a host of details, and avoid the larger
issues."44 This looks to me very much like Matheny's (" new"?)
approach here.
In he r treat ment of metals (pp. 283-84), she gives no hint of
recognition that words for "metal" existed in nearly all the
Mesoamerican languages which lingui sts reconstruct as going
back to Book of Mormon times. In An Ancient Americarl Setting
I had said, "comparative linguistics shows that metals must have
been known, and presumably used, at least as early as 1500
44

Coe, Breaking the Maya Code, 139.
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B.C. That date extends back to the time of the Jaredites, for
which so far we have not a single specimen of actual metal.
Does it not seem likely that specimens are going to be found
someday?"45 Instead of acknowledging this significant information, she gets hung up with a narrow view of archaeology,
insisting that, "No evidence has been found that metallurgy was
practiced by the Dlmec civilization" (p. 288). By "evidence" she
means physical remains. ignoring the names for metals.
She goes on, "[If metals were used by Book of Mormon
peoples in Mesoamerica] somewhere there should be the mining
localities and their associated tools, processing localities and the
remains of the metal objects that were produced" (p. 288).
Indeed there should be. Meanwhile, until archaeologists figure
out how to find and identify those remains, there is the undeniable presence of a term for metal in the language widely considered that of the Olmccs, Proto-Mixe-Zoquean,46 as well as in all
other major proto-languages of early Mesoamerica. Is linguistic
evidence to be excluded from the study of archaeology when it is
inconvenient? Shouldn't we be trying to shed maximum light
instead of defend status quo interpretations?
She makes much of the fact that metal processing sites are
known in the civilized portions of the Old World (p. 284). But
as recently as fifty years ago the same lack of narrowly
"archaeological" evidences for metal processing prevailed in the
eastern hemisphere as for Mesoamerica now. But vastly more
archaeology has been done in the central portions of the Old
World-probably morc in a single year than gets done in a
decade in Mesoamerica. Experts have looked more, and they
have found more (there was no doubt more to be found anyhow). Eventually many more "traces of such ancient metallurgy"

45 Sorenson, All Allcient Americall Setting, 279-80. In addition to
the documentation provided on this point in An Ancient American Setting
for Proto-Mayan, Proto-Mixtecan, and Proto-Mixe-Zoquean, now see in addition, on the occurrence of words for metal in Proto-Mayan, ProtoHuavean, and Proto-Otomanguean, Roberto Escalante, "El vocabulario cultural de las 1enguas de Mesoamerica." in La Va/ide;. Te6rica del ConceplO
Mesoamerica (XIX Mesa Redollda de fa Sociedad Mexicana de Antropo{ogfa,
Mexico: S. M. A. e INAH, Serie AntTopol6gica, 1990), 155-65.
46 L. Campbell and T. Kaufman, "A Linguistic Look at the
Olmecs," American Amiqllily 4 (1976): 80-89.
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will be found in Mesoamerica, for, as the names witness, some
metal obvious ly was in early use. 47
We may not need to find " new" specimens or sites as much
as we need to reassess old ones, few of which have received
more than limited attention by qualified experts. E. 1. Neiburger
recently applied xeroradiography to artifacts of the Old Copper
Complex of Minnesota, where it has always been supposed that
only cold-hammering of nuggets was used in making the more
than 20,000 copper artifacts known from around the Great
Lakes area. Hi s study found , to the surp ri se of nearly all
archaeologists, that some of the artifacts appear to have been
cast, and at least one " provides firm evidence of casting."48
"Excavated," if it is clear, does not mean "studied properly"-in
Minnesota or in Mesoamerica.
All this is no more a problem for the Book of Mormo n than
for ancient Mesoamerica and, indeed, the Americas generally.
The West Indies area-where the Spanish conquistadors laid
hands on so much "gold" that their appetite for it became in satiable and led them to the mainland- had yielded a total of only
nine archaeolog ica l specimens of any kind of metal as of two
decades ago. 49 Daniel Rubin de la Borbolla made the same point
about the weak representation in museums of what the Spanish
records emphasize was a great deal of Tarasean "gO\d."50 Bray
emphasizes for the Americas generally "how inadequately the
archaeological discoveries reflect the actual [ancient] si tuation"
regarding metalworking. But he puts the onus of clarification on
the archaeologists rather than casting doubt on the accuracy of
historical traditions: " If we are ever to get an accurate picture of
aboriginal metal technology, archaeologists must be persuaded
to look for fou ndry sites."51 Unfortunately Span ish eyewit ness
47 Note that Ross Hassig relies on linguistic evidence- "the Maya
word for sl ing going back as fa r as 1000 B.C."-to counter the lack of
archaeological ev idence for that weapon in the Maya area; see Ross Hassig,
War and Society in Ancient Mesoamerica (Berkeley: University of
Californ ia Press, 1992),205, n. 5 1.
48 See E. J. Neiburger, ci ted in John L. Sorenson, "Metals and
Metallurgy Relating to the Book of Mormon Text," F.A.R.M.S. paper,
1992, 39, with abstrnets.
49 Warwick Bray, "Anc ient America n Metal-smiths," Royal
Anthropological Institute, Proceedings for 197/ (London, 1972),25-26.
50 Daniel Rubfn de la Borbolla, "Orfebrerfa tarasca," Cuademos
Americallos 3115 (May-l une 1944): 127-38.
51 Bray, "Ancient American Metal·smiths," 26--27.
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accounts show that such craft sites were small, unobvioGs and
apparently rarely located within the types of settlements routinely
investigated by archaeologists. Compare the statement by Earle
R. Caley and Dudley T. Easby, Jr.: "Direct archaeological evidence of smelting operations is rare in pre-Conquest Peru and
unknown in Mexico for all practical purposes."S2 That does not
mean there were no smelti ng operations--quite surely there
were-but that their locations have yet to be discovered due to
inadequacies of archaeological strategy and technique.
Matheny also states that "complex technological processes
generally leave traces in the archaeological record" (p. 284).
While logically that is true, in reality little useful infonnation has
been recovered so far by Mesoamerican archaeologists about
most "complex processes," not just metals. Obsidian working is
an example-though not particularly "complex"-where
archaeologists, by minute examination of the artifacts and waste
fragments produced by ancient and experimental flint-knappers.
have achieved considerable knowledge of the methods used. But
how stone monument carving, textile manufacturing and dyeing,
wood carving, jewelry crafting and many other processes were
conceived and performed is known only imperfectly , and that
virtua lly never by the discovery or excavation of workshop
sites. Thus Matheny's rhetorical expectation that archaeology
should reveal direct evidence of technical methods is out of
touch with the realities oftoday's archaeology. Again, this is not
a "Book of Mormon problem" but one for professional archaeologists broadly.
It is a mistake to look for complications where there is no
need (p. 285). Yes, brass is an "alloyed metal," usually intentionally made by mixing copper and zinc, yet sometimes the
alloy results from smelting are which naturally contains both
copper and zinc, hence mention of "brass" objects does not necessari ly imply "a sophi sticated development of non-ferrous
... metallurgy among the laredites" but perhaps only a modest
knowledge . The Book of Mormon text says almost not hing
about metallurgical techniques, and what is said need not be interpreted as involving particularly complex operations. Consider
the case of Peru, whose museums display abundant metal arti52 Earle R. Caley and Dudley T. Easby, Jr. , "New Evidences of Tin
Smelting and the Use of Metallic Tin in Pre-Conquest Mexico," Aetas y
Memorias, 35a. Congreso Inremaeional de Amerieanistas, Mexico 1962,
vol.! (Mex ico, 1964),508.
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facts, yet Bray emphasizes the "rudimentary nature" of the
equipment and methods used for processing, while Peruvian
miners, he says, employed only "the simplest possible technology."S3 A lesson that Matheny needs to learn from this case and
others like it in her discussion is that problems and explanations,
in archaeology as well as in reading the Book of Mormon text,
are best phrased in terms no more complicated than necessary.
Still, even limited by a metalworking technology that was
quite basic, Mesoamerican smiths eventually produced a lot of
metal and crafted it with great skill. For example, Cortez was
given whole bars of gold when he landed in Veracruz. But of the
"immense riches" and "huge quantities ... of golden objects"
the Spaniards found, "the number [surviving in American museums] is negligible compared to the great quantity" sent by the
Spaniards to Europe. where "most of the metal objects were
melted and made into bars. "54 Estimates are that at least 350
kilograms of silver and 4,000 kgs. of gold were looted from
Mexico at the time of the Conquest, and 61,000 kgs. of silver
and 8,000 of gold from Peru. 55
Despite the simple means they employed, the metalworkers
did remarkable work. Albrecht DUrer, the son of a European
goldsmith, saw Aztec metal artifacts in Brussels in 1520, and
praised the results roundly: "I have never in all my days seen
anything that so delighted my heart as these things, For I saw
amazing objects and 1 marvelled at the subtle ingenuity of the
men in these distant lands."56 Clearly the "curious workmen,
who did work all kinds of ore," among the Nephitcs (Helaman
6: II) or the like among the Jaredites, need not have had "a sophisticated development of ... metallurgy" nor have involved
"complex technological processes," as Matheny puts it, beyond
what the Aztecs knew. By exaggerated language she has made a
technological mountain out of a molehill.
The principle of avoiding unneeded complications applies
also to the reading of texts, here wilh reference to the "abundant"
53

Bray, "Ancient American Metal-smiths," 30, 32.
Eduardo Noguera, "Minor Arts in the Central Valleys," in G. F.
Ekholm and I. Bernal, eds., Handbook of Middle American indi(ms, vol. 10,
Archaeology of Northern Mesoamerica (Austin: University of Texas Press,
[971),266-67.
55 Bray, "Ancient American Metal -smiths," 32.
56 Warwick Bray. "Gold-working in Ancient America," Gold Bullelin
11/4 (1978): 136.

54
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metals reported by the Nephites. "Abundant" is what anthropologists call an "ernie" concept. a word whose meaning has to be
construed in the culture's own terms. The statement in 1 Nephi
18:25 on discovering ores refers to a point in time when Lehi's
party had just landed. Those men available to explore could not
have exceeded tcn in number. 57 Consequently their search for
and discoveries of ores would only have been cursory and local,
extending at the maximum 25 miles from the landing site. S8 The
same caution applies to interpreting "great abundance" in 2
Nephi 5: 15 and "abound" in Jacob 2: 12 and lacom 1:8).59
Those expressions reflect the viewpoint of small communities.
perhaps a single village. We must not distort the record by trans·
forming the "emic" sense of "abundance" in the minds of the
first few Lehites and Nephites into "etie" (i.e., objective, geo·
logical) abundance on a scale of hundreds of miles throughout
Mesoamerica.
Here again is an unjustified reading of the Book of Mormon
text (pp. 285-86). Matheny first refers to the laredites'
manufacture of "swords of steel" (Ether 7:9). Whatever this
statement may have meant to the original writer, they are never
again credited with using "steel." Millennia later, Mosiah 8:11
informs us, Zeniffite explorers brought back from the zone of
the final laredite bat tie "swords, the hilts (of which) have per·
ished, and the blades (of which) were cankered with rust."
Matheny supposes that the reference to "rust" means that those
objects were "of ferrous metal," that is, by implication, some
form of real "steel." But they could just as well have been cop~
per, which also rusts. On the slim basis of these two time~
bracketing statements, she supposes that "metal swords" were
"the weapon of choice" over the intervening thousands of years,
since no other material is mentioned. Maybe so and maybe not ;
the short text does not permit settling the matter; however, to get
so much inferential mileage out of a single verse followed by
si lence from the text is unjustified treatment of the document.
r believe she also misconstrues 2 Nephi 5: 14: "I, Nephi, did
take the sword of Laban, and afrer the manner of it did make
57 See John L. Sorenson, "The Composition of Lehi's Family," in
John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks. eds., By Study and Also by
Faith: Essays if! Honor oj Hugh W. Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City:
Dcseret Book and F.A.R.M .S .. 1990),2:194-95.
58 See Sorenson, A Source Book, 217.
59 Ibid., 218- 20.
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many swords," The next verse continues: "And I did teach my
people ... to work in all manner of wood. and of iron. and of
copper, and of brass, and of steel, and of gold, and of silver,
and of precious ores" (2 Nephi 5:15). Verse 16 uses language
parallel to verse 14: "I, Nephi, did build a temple; and I did
construct it after the manner of the tempLe of Solomon save it
were not buill of so many precious things; for they were not to
be found upon the land .... But the manner of the construction
was like unto the temple of Solomon." As I read verse 14, "after
the manner of' does not refer to the material used but to the
"manner of construc tion." That is, the general pattern or form of
the Judahile temple, and no doubt its function, were copied, but
different materials were necessarily used. So when Ihe phrase
"after the manner oP' is applied to copying Laban's sword,
should we nol construe it similarl y? That is, Laban's weapon
was replicated in funclion and general pattern, but different
material could have been used for the new weapons (Matheny
offers helpful citations on the use of hard wooden "swords" in
Mesoamerica). The copies might have been of metal, but need
not have been. The text fails to settle that question. Note also
that the statement about weapons (2 Nephi 5: 14) is made before
Ihat aboul working metals (2 Nephi 5: 15) and no attempt is made
by the writer, Nephi, to connect the two; had a connection been
intended. one would have thought the statement about metal·
working would have come first. then the mention of weapons
preparation. It seems a sou nd rule to pay as much attention to
what the text does not say as to what (we think) it does say.
Matheny appears not to consider the Hebrew language
meanings of the word translated "sword" in the King James
version of the Bible. 60 "Sword" does not have to be of metal,
hence the Book of Mormon is indeterminate about the material
used when it is read as a translation from Hebrew.
Matheny discusses Mesoamerican ore sources but inexpli.
cably refers to "mineralogical maps of Mexico" based on present·day commercial exploitation of minerals (pp. 287-88). I
would have thought she would follow her training in the documents from Ihe period around the Spanish Conquest to find oul
where the peoples of Mesoamerica then obtained metals. The
location of modern mines is irrelevanl. Contrary 10 the
60 Sorenson, "Metals and Metallurgy," 81~83, provides such in·
formation (thanks to Robert F. Smith).
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geographical picture she offers, piacering. the commonest preColumbian method employed, was used in Veracruz, Oaxaca,
Tabasco, and Chiapas states in Mexico and in Belize, EI
Salvador, and Guatemala. 61 Furthermore, Clair Patterson argues
that ores in ancient times were easier to locate and exploit than in
late pre-Spanish times, by which time many surface sources
were likely to have been exhausted.62 Hence even the ore
locations known to the Indians at the time of the Conquest might
not reflect fully the wider sources accessible in the Book of
Mormon era.
Matheny expects that metal objects would be found in tombs
of the Dlmec era if such objects existed then. The number of
known tombs of that age is very limited, and those that have
been dug typically contain few artifacts, for whatever reason. If
we are going to speculate, and we are all forced to do so at present for lack of concrete information, it is at least as reasonable
that valuable metal objects would have been passed carefully
down to heirs rather than being stuck into tombs where, experience would have shown, they would in short order "canker with
rust" like the sword blades of the laredites did after less than
400 years. Anyway, the linguistic data going back to the Olmec
period assures that metal was in use, whatever the tombs show.
Iron ore used in the manufacture of Mesoamerican mirrors
(p. 289) could have been included within the general category of
"precious ores" sought and worked by the Nephites (cf.
Helaman 6: II).
Matheny cites K. Bruhns to the effect that "all Classic period
metal objects found in Mesoamerica are obviously southeastern
in manufacture" (p. 290). That is not obvious at all. Neither
Bruhns nor anyone else has technically examined a significant
number of the known metal artifacts. Rather she is making an
assumption on the basis condemned by renowned expert Dudley
Easby: "The majority of scholars, relying on circumstantial evidence, believe that fine metallurgy in ancient Mexico was limited
to a few centuries before the arrival of the Spanish," (my
emphasis) but "it seems to me that their theory leaves much to be
61 See literature indexed under "mining" in Sorenson, "Metals and
Metallurgy," 56; and the map in Robert C. West and John P . .Augelli,
Middle America: Its Lands and Peoples, 2d ed . (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1976),283.
62 Clair C. Patterson, "Native Copper, Silver, and Gold Accessible
to Early Metallurgists," American Antiquity 36 (1971): 286-321.
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explained."63 Bruhns' opinion is based on circumstantial evidence, not analyses. I'll be very interested in what hard tests
reveal, if they are ever done. There is no question that some
early metal pieces were prepared locally and in local styles. That
alone vitiates Mat heny's statement that "The few (specimens in
the li st in Metals , Part 4] that are genuinely Early Classic or
sligh tly earl ier seem to be trade pieces not produced in the area"
(p. 291 ).
Matheny 's treatment of the rings from La Libertad (p. 291)
underlines the proble m I have faced of getting satisfactory
information on apparently early metal specimens. On the basis of
limited information in the only source I knew , an unpubli shed
report, that described the objects from La Libertad, I suggested
the rings likely dated to the Late Classic, for the report said
nothing about Post-Classic materials being present at the site. 1
listed the rings in my evidence category " I," "incomplete information," and tentatively assigned a date of A.D. 600-900 in my
table of " Probable and Possible Pre-A.D. 900 Mesoamerican
Metal Specimens."64 Now, e ightee n years after tbe dig,
Matbeny is able to report morc about tbe circumstances, but only
on tbe basis of a private communication from tbe respon sible
arcbaeologi st; the formal site report is st ill "in preparation." I
appreciate the additional information thus dug ou t. The cavalier
reporting so typical of most archaeologists responsible for specimens that I reported in my list is one reason little finn data are at
hand about early metalworking. Given the glaring gaps in professional co mmunications on this matter, I feel confident that
additional early metal specime ns have come out of the ground
but have not reached print. All clarifications are welcomc.
"Sorenson suggests that use of metal s among Book of
Mormon peoples was primarily ornamental" (p. 292). It is more
than a suggestion. Examination of the scriptures on metal use,
listed for convenience in Part 5 of my "Metal s and Metallurgy"
paper, shows that in every case where a conceptual/social context is indicated for metal use, which is a majority of the statements, it is associated with terms like " rich," "enri c h,"
"ornament ," etc. This is true of larom 1:8 also. which Matheny
63 Dudley Easby, "Aspectos tecnicos de la orfebrerfa de Ia Tumba 7
de MOnle Alban," in Alfonso Caso, EI Tesoro de Monte Alban, In slflu l o
Nacional de Anlropologia e Hisloria Memorias 3 ( 1969),343-94 (emphasis

""""2,

Sorenson, "Metals and Mctallurgy." 58.
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has taken as dealing with practical implemems. The rext says that
the Nephites "became exceedingly rich in I J gold, and in [21
silver. and in [3J precious things, and in [4J fine workmanship
of wood, in [5] buildings, and in [6] machinery. and also in [7]
iron and [8J copper, and [9J brass and [IOJ steel." Donald Parry
shows that in Ihis verse all these products are linked under "rich"
in a Hebrew literary form called "synonymia. "65 The verse is
not, then, a description of utilitarian artifacts but a poetic
expression of the culture's "ernie" classification of "riches."
(Incidentally, Patterson, cited above, beli eves that, in ancient
America generally and Mesoamerica particularly, metals were
used mainly for ornamentation and social symbolism rather than
for utilitarian artifacts.) This leaves only 2 Nephi 5: 15, referring
to Nephi soon after the initial landing, to speak of utilitarian
metalworking (the laredites aside). Perhaps d ifficult ies of access
to, or technological problems in treating, the local ores made it
difficult for craftsmen after Nephi 's day to continue some of the
technical practices which he optimistically initiated. (There are
cultural parallels among historical immigrating parties elsewhere.)

r

Weapons and Tents
Matheny's discussion of the macualwitl as a sword is helpful, though not exhaustive (pp. 292-93).66 Artistic representations of Mesoamerican armed men include weapons going
beyond currently recognized categories. Bernal Diaz mentioned a
kind of "sword" among the Aztecs in addition to the macuahuitl.
More careful work needs to be done to complete the inventory of
arms used in Mesoamerica. Only then will a full discussion of
how Book of Mormon weaponry fits with that of Mesoamerica
be possiblc. 67

65 Parry, Book ofMormoll Text Reformatted, 135.
66 See, for example, Francisco Gonzalez Rul, "El macuahuitl y e1
tlatzinrepuzorilli: dos armas indfgenas," fnstituto Naciorwl de Antropolog(a
e His/aria Anales, 7a. epoca (1969): 147-52.
67 Hassig's War and Society moves Ihat project ahead, but more
must be done. He is neither complete nor accurate on southern Mesoamerica
particularly nor on the early periods throughout the area. See, for example,
Francis Robicsek, ''The Weapons of the Ancient Maya," in Bruno lIIius and
Matthias Laubscher, eds., Circumpacifica. Band I: Mittel- und Sudamerika.
Festschriflfiir Thomas S. Bar/hel (Frankfurt: Lang, 1990),369-96.
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While noting the macualwitl for the Spanish con quest
period, Matheny questions whether swordlike weapons existed
at all in Mesoamerica during Book of Mormon times and
whether they were present in the "proper areas" 10 fit my correlation model: "There is very little evidence from the archaeological record to support these latter two assumptions" (p. 293).
Elsewhere 1 have discussed the fact that little research has been
done on most aspects of Mesoamerican warfare. In two articles,68 I have poinled out the deficient slate of studies of warfare. Armillas (with whom I worked) and Palerm said years ago,
and Webster more recently, 10 largely deaf ears in the profession, that war was much more common and earlier than
aCknowledged by the vasl majority of Mesoamericanists. The
point has been gaining ground. I was able to s how that
fortifications, the mosl obvious archaeological evidence for war,
dale throughout all but the earliest part of the Mesoamerican
seq uen ce. 69 The same point could be made by st udying
representations of martial figures and captives in ar1.70
Meanwhile the power of a si ngle lucky dig to reshape our picture
of warfare in the past is underlined by a University of Michigan
project under Charles Spencer and Elsa Redmond.7l They found
direct evidence from Ihe period 200 B.C.-A.D. 200 for the
presence of a tzompalltli or skull display rack, the same device
used about 1500 years later by the Aztecs to psychologically
terrorize subject peoples. Until thi s surprise find, nobody had
imagined Ihat this feature extended so far back in time . So I do
nol believe it matters if, at this moment when hardly anybody
68 John L. Sorenson, "Fortifications in the Book of Mormon
Account Compared with Mesoamerican Fortifications," in Stephen D. Ricks
and William J. Hamblin, eds., Warfare in the Book oj Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990), 425-26: and John L.
Sorenson, "Digging into the Book of Mormon," 33- 34.
69 See Sorenson, "Fortifications in the Book of Mormon Account,"
429-30.
70 Robert Rands's Ph.D. dissenation on this subject showed that
captive figures were present from the outset of Classic Maya art, but I never
see his interesting results even cited in the literature, let alone seriously
utilized.
71
See "Formati ve and Classic Developments in the Cuicatian
Canada: A Preliminary Repon," in Robert D. Drennan, ed., Prehistoric
Social, Political, and Economic Development in the Area oj the Tehuacon
Valley: Some Results oj the Palo Blanco Project, University of Michigan
Museum of Anthropology Technical Reports No. II , Research Repons in
Archaeology, Contribution 6,1979,211.
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has studied the subject, "there is very little evidence from the
archaeological record to support these [i.e., my] ..
assumptions" that swordlike weapons were used in the PreClassic. Be a little more patient. Recognize the selectivity of "the
archaeological record," Only a fraction of the total record has
been, or likely ever will be, dug up.
The advice applies 10 the question about how early the
macuahuitl was in use (p. 294). As long ago as 1938 S. J.
Morley published Stela 5 from Uaxactun. which shows a
macuahuitl. 72 Philip Drucker even reported "the depiction of an
obsidian-edged sword" at Olmec La venla,?3 in art dating to
laredite times. Given these early examples, there was no reason
for Matheny to prolong the discussion about the unclear weapon
shown in the scene from Loltun Cave, which is much like the
one Morley showed. I expect that fuller mastery of the technical
literature, like what she has missed on these early macuahuitl
examples, will probably relieve her mind about more "problems"
which she sti ll sees in relations between the Book of Mormon
text and archaeology.
She also suggests that if Nephi's descendants had changed
from "metal swords" to a form of weapon like the macuahuitl,
this would represent a "fu ndamental c hange" that ought to be
"reflected in the language" (pp. 296-97). This reasoning is erroneou s on two grounds. As I showed above, the text does not tell
us that metal swords were used on a wide scale. Note that
Ammon, son of the Nephite king, possessed an effective sword
(not necessarily metal), while none of his Lamanite opponents or
companions (commoners) had such a weapon (see Alma 17:37),
even though Lamanites (certain elite only?) are said to have had

swords (see, e.g., Alma 60:12. 22, although Alma 49:2 omits
any hint of them). Perhaps there was no "fundamental change"
because most people lacked metal swords from the beginning.
Yet even had there been a change, we do not have the language
of the general populace in the record that has come down to us.
The records were kept only by the elite lines springing from the
houses of Nephi and his brother Jacob. We do not know how
72 S. 1. Morley, "The in scription s of the Peten," Carnegie
Institution of Washington Publication 437, vol. 5, pI. 6Ob; tenlatively dated
A.D. 366, see Hassig, War and Society. 218. n. 27.
73 Philip Drucker. La Venta. Tabasco: A Study of Olmec Ceramics
and An (Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology Bulletin
153. 1952). 202.
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the language used in keeping the record related to contemporary
speech generally.
Matheny is correct that "no case has been made that metal
swords existed in Mesoamerica before the Spanish conquest"
(p. 287). Neither I nor anyone else has seriously attempted to
do so, yet. This does not mean it might not be possible. I wish
Matheny had tried it by delving exhaustively into the recondite
sources on Aztec-period warfare that ought to be known to her
instead of pointing to another "problem" that may be only an
uninvestigated bogey-man. The bow and arrow provides a parallel case. It has commonly been said that this device arrived or
developed in central Mexico " late."74 This is an error based on
inadequate examination of the archaeological record, as Paul
Tol stoy has shown. He has found "prima facie evidence of the
limited use of the bow and arrow in central Mexico since early
agriculturaltimes."75
Rather than deal with particular points Matheny raised about
tents (pp. 297-300),1 will proceed directly to the results of a bit
of research I completed in little more than a day by poking about
in the Mcsoamericanist literature (benefitting from suggestions
by John E. Clark). The results respond to Matheny 's central
challenge: "Archaeological, ethnographic, and linguistic records
from Mesoamerica provide no evidence of a tent-making or tentusing tradition and, even more problematic, suggest no available
material for making tents" (p. 299). I found on the contrary that
tents were in regular use by Aztec armies, and when the
Spaniards saw them, they immediately labelled them tielldas,
"tents." This fact is easily documented as well as logical, the
cultural pattern was widespread in Mesoamerica, and it seems to
~e that Matheny oughlto have known this because of her trainmg.
She could have begun in Hassig' s Aztec Warfare: Imperial
Expansion arid Political COllfrof.76 While she listed it in her bibliography, she did not study it carefully enough. Perhaps she
74

So Hassig, Wara"d Society, 137-38.
7j
See "Ut ilitarian artifacts of Central Mexico," Hal/dbook of Middle
American/lldiatls, vol. 10, Archaeology of Northern Mesoamerica, Part I,
eds. G. F. Ekholm and I. Bernal (Austin : University of Texas Press. 1971),
281, 283. Compare what I said about the weapon in "Digging into the Book
of Mormon," 33- 34.
76 Ross Hass ig, AZlec Wa rfare: Imperial Expallsion alld Polilical
COllfrol (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988).
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only scan ned the index, which fails to list "tents." Yet Hassig
notes, ''The [Aztec military] camp itself was constructed of tents
and huts (xahcalli) made of woven grass mats. These mats were
usually carried as baggage from the home cities, but some tribute
labor gathered en route was also allocated to carry them to the
battlefield and set up the camp."77 I did not see Hassig's statement (his book was published after my An Ancient American
Setting) until after I had turned directly to Dunin, an obvious
fundamenta l source on Aztec war customs. Duran arrived in
New Spain in 1542, only twenty-one years after the Conquest.
He saw for himself a way of life changed only in part since
Cortez arrived. He li ved amidst Indians who acted as detailed
informants, he had access to and utilized many native
manuscripts, and he read reams of Spanish reports of visits and
administration. From these he synthesized a history of the
Aztecs colored with fasc inating ethnography; it was completed in
1581.1'
Motecuzoma (popu larly known as Montezuma in English)
and his spokesman told the Mexican army while they were en
route to Chalco, "on thi s plain [where they were stopped] are
many straw houses and huts ('casas pajizas y chozas') where we
are stayi ng until this business is finished."79
The combined arm ies of the Mexicans prepared for an
expedition against the city of Tepeaca by getting their encampment set up, "pitching their tents and huts Carmando sus tiendas
y jacales')-that is what they call their war tents-very nicely
ordered and arranged, placing the squadron or unit of the Mexica
by themse lves, [that of] the Tezcocaos by themse lves, the
Chalcas by themselves, the Xochimilcas by themselves. and the
Tepanecs by themselves."So
Preparation for a campaign involved ordering barrio leaders
in the capital city to furnish supplies, including "many tents and

77 Ibid. , 73. His ci tation is 10 Fr. Diego Duran's massive Histaria de
las Indias de Nueva Espana e Islas de la Tierra Firme (Torno II. BibliOleca
Porrua 37, cd. Angel Ma. Garibay K. Mb'.ico: EdilOrial Porrua. (967).
78 The translations below are my own; pages refer to the Porrua
edition. An English translation by Doris Heyden and Fernando Horcasitas
appeared as The Aztecs: The His/ory afthe Indies of New Spain (New York:
Orion. 1964).
79 Duran, Historia de las Indias de Nueva Espaiia. 2:147 (cap. XVII,
para. 15).
80 Ibid ., 2: 157 (cap. XVIII. para. 27).
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huts (,tiendas y jacales') for the war, with much other apparatus
and munitions of war."81
"And when morning came, they left there, and they did the
same thing in whatever place they reached. And one day's journey before they arrived (at their destination), they sent ahead
those charged with logi sti cs to the place where they were going
to set up the camp, and they pitched the tents ('tiendas') and
erected the huts ('chozas') and quarters ('cuarteles') for all the
lords of the provinces, so that when they arrived they had nothing more to do than each one to go to his place that the advance
party had got ready , and they did the same thing along the road
when night was coming on."82
In preparation for war, Motecuzoma ordered surrounding
cities to furni sh stores of food and "sleeping mats (,perates') to
make tents ('t iendas') and houses ('casas') of those mats
('csteras') in which they would dwell [whil e] in the field."83
When they didn't stay in the towns, they pitched their tents and
shelters made with mats (, tiendas y casas de petates') in spots
arranged by the advance party."84
In An Ancient American Selling, I had cited Bernal Diaz as
mentioning that the Aztec so ldiers "erected their hut s" in the
field.85
At least five types of field military shelters are distinguished
here, and several of them were labelled "tiendas," tents, by the
Spaniards:
I. "casas paji zas," hou ses of straw ;
2. "chozas," huts, sometimes of unspecified materi al but
suitable for leaders to occupy;
3. "jacales" (from Nahuatl xahcalli) huts; the material utilized is not clear, for at least some were collapsible and movable;
some leaders occ upied these; mats were probably the usual
material. It is unclear how these differed from "chozas;" perhaps
the latter were made from materials such as brush scrounged in
the field;
4 . " tiendas," tent s; of unspecified material but perhaps of
(ixtle or henequen?) cloth , give n the normal Spanish sense of
"tiendas"; some were good enough to house leaders;
81
82
RJ
84
8S

Ibid., 2: 179 (c:Jp. XXI, para. 15).
Ibid .. 2: 180 (cap. XXI, para. 18).
Ibid., 2: t56 (cap. XVIII, para. 21).
Also ibid., 2:180 (cap. XXI, para. 19).
Sorenson, An Ancient America" Setting, 161.
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5. "casas de petales," houses of mats; the cheap, light,
readily portable mats could be combined with, say, spears, to
make a simp le "tent" for ordinary soldiers, or anybody in an
emergency;

6. "cuarteles," quarters, barracks; these may refer to com·
mandeered hou sing in communities along the road . or they
might have been collapsible mUlti-person shelters.
Only the variety of military hou~ing should surprise us.
After all, every army in the world has had to find culturally and
ecologically effective ways to cope with the problem of shelter in

the field. As long as there are armies, there must be crosscultural equivalents of "tents." The only questions in relation to a

specific culture have to do with form, materials, and names.
It is to Matheny's credit that she (p. 300) detected a reference
to "tiendas" in Tezozomoc (a conremporary of Duran; she might
easier have followed up my reference to Bernal Diaz). The
Duran material should , however, have been obvious given that
she had studied with Prof. Dibble at Utah, an expert on this set
of materials.
She raises another difficulty about tents. After all, she says,
the tents mentioned in Tezozomoc "were found in central Mexico
rather than in the area of the Limited Tehuantepec model," farther south. The answer is obvious. The Aztecs fought or had
garrisons in many parts of Mesoamerica, including Chiapas. No
groups who interacted with them could have failed to know
about their tents. Furthermore, if the Aztecs, who were great
cultural copycats, were smart enough to figure out field shelter
for their soldiers, were other Mesoamericans so benighted that
they had never solved the same problem over millennia of warfare? Hassig 's answer is self-evi dently correct: "Given
Mesoamerican technology. any material innovation in warfare
could diffuse rapidly and came within the grasp of every
group."86
As an added wilness look in the Motul dictionary.87 This is,
of course, a classic sixteenth-century work that scholars automatically tum to for supplementary light on pre-Spanish Yucatec
Maya language and culture. The definition for the Maya word
pazel is "choza tienda en el campo, 0 casilla pequefia de paja"

°

86

Hassig, War O/Id Society, 92 .
87 Diccionario de Motul. Maya, Espano/, atribuido a Fray Antonio
de Ciudad Real.
Parte 2, ed. Jutin Martinez Hernandez (Merida :
Tipogratica Yucaleca, 1929).
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(hut or tent for use in the field, or small straw booth).88
Mesoamerican farmers have long and widely used a similar type
of hut. For example, the Zoques of Santa Maria Chimalapa in
the Isthmus of Tchuantepec sti ll construct "very small chozas of
palm frond s and grass, almost level with the ground, where they
sleep during the days when they work in the fields" away from
home. 89
Matheny conjures up still another problem. though-the
Aztec "tiendas" of Tezozomoc "were known [only] at the time of
the conquest, about one thousand years after the end of the
Nephite civilization" (p. 300). The only evidence we have of
their presence even for the time of Tezozomoc and Duran is in
historical documents; it is not archaeological. What archaeological evidence would one expect that would establish the presence
of overnight "tiendas," "chozas," or "jacales," even among the
Aztecs less than five centuries ago? Then what hope has an
archaeologist of finding the st ill slimmer traces of a temporary
encampment dated two thousand years before that? I have no
idea how these tents would show up in an archaeological dig; I
suspect they would be completely undetectable. Until archaeologists come up with an operational solution to this dilemma, it
seems sensible to me to accept the Book of Mormon as documentary evidence of tents in the first century B.C. on a par with
Duran's or Tezozomoc's testimonies for the sixteenth century
A.D.

Matheny says, " Il seems unlikely that such a practical tradition as tent-making would die out in Mesoamerica" (p. 299).
While. as we have just seen, that did not take place in the case of
tents. the extinction of many former cultural patterns that appear
"practical" retrospectively to moderns is a well-known phenomenon. 90

Plants and Animals
Regarding plants, Matheny again needs to read the Book of
Mormon carefully (pp. 300-301). Olive trees are mistakenly
said to have been cultivated by the Nephites; not so the text.
88

Ibid .. 732.
Muiiol, CrOtlica de Soma Maria Chimdapa, 14.
A brief introduction can be found under "Lost Arts," in John W.
Welch, ed., Reexpioritl8 the Book. of Mormot! (Salt Lake City: Deserel
Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1992), 10t-4.
89
90
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Continuing. she mentions three "products" which "i mply the
existence of specific plants, including 'fine linen,' vineyards,
and wine presses." All those terms imply is the existence of
cultural products which the author supposes to involve "specific
plants," namely flax and grapes. But, as I have pointed out, perhaps to the point of tiresomeness, the Spaniards did not make
the same assumptions as Matheny.91 They encountered and
referred to what they considered "linen" or linenlike cloth made
from plants other (han flax. They also spoke of "vineyards," not
planted in grapevines but in maguey plants, from which pulque,
which they termed "wine," was manufactured. Half a dozen different types of "wine" made from fruits other than grapes were
identified by the Spanish explorers.
The English term wine is itself unclear. A standard anthropological source uses the terms beer and wine without clear distinction,92 and the author, LaBarre, supposes that none is
needed, for the d ifference is not consistent in English.
Nevertheless, grapes were known and used in ancient America.
LaBarre reports the Opata of northern Mexico used a drink made
from native grapes.93 Terrence Kaufman lists a word for "wild
grape" in the Proto-Mayan language, which he calculates began
to break up into daughter languages in high land Guatemala
before 2000 B.C.94
By the way, of interest as a functional parallel (i.e., an analogy) to the Lamanite and Nephite use of "wi ne" to prepare themselves for combat (see Alma 55:8-32) is a "wine" made and
consumed by the Maricopa Indians, according to LaBarre; blood

91 See, for example, Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 18687, and John L. Sorenson, "Possible 'Silk' and "Linen' in the Book of
Mormon," in Welch, cd., Reexplorill8 the Book of Mormon, 162-64.
92 Weston LaBarre, "Native American Beers," American
Amhropologisr 40 (1938): 224- 34.
93 Ibid., 232.
94 Terrence Kaufman. "Archaeological and Linguistic Correlations in
Mayaland and the Associated Areas of Meso-America," World Archaeology 8
( 197(1) : 105. Compnre nlsn. in regnrfi to grares. A . M . TO'n er, ed., "L'lnda's
Relaci6n de las Cosas de Yucatan. A translation," Harvard University
Peabody Museum of American Archaeology alld Ethnology Papers. vol. 18,
p. 198; France V. Scholes and Dave Warren, "The Olmec Region at Spanish
Conquest," in Gordon R. Willey, ed., Handb ook of Middle American
Ili dians, vol. 3, part 2 (Austin : University of Texas Press, \965), 784;
George P. Winship, trans. and ed., The Journey of Coronado, / 540- /542
(New York: Greenwood. [ 1904J 1969). 2ID.

MATHENY. THELlMrrEDTEHUANTEPECGEOGRAPHY(SQRENSQN)

337

red. it was made of cactus fruit and consumed at a certain celebration-"When they were drunk. they thought ofwar."95
Without explaining her basis, Matheny assumes that "Old
World plants" would have bee n grown among the Nephites
(p. 302) . This view could come from only two points in the
text: (I) I Nephi 18: 24 mentions that upon arriving in the
promised land , Lehi 's party planted the seeds they had brought
from Palestine or Arabia. and these flourished; and (2) mention
of Old World names for two grains, "wheat" (Mosiah 9:9) and
"barley" (Mosiah 7:22; 9:9; Alma 11:7. 15). The two phenomena are not, however, connected by the text.
Historical cases of plant transfers do not give us confidence
that imported seeds would prove viable in a new environment in
the long run. In An Ancient American Selling, I documented
how millet, introduced by the Spaniards in Yucatan and said in
the sixteenth century to grow "marvelously well," could not be
located at all in the Carnegie In stitution's botanical inventory of
the area early thi s century.96 The same mi ght have been the case
with the seeds brought with Lehi 's party and planted (but, real ize, only after at least nine years of being hoarded through the
Arabian desert; they mayor may not have been healthy by then,
and the new moist tropical environment would hardly welcome
desertic Near Eastern grain s). Yet realize that nothing is said in
the text about the species those seeds represented; perhaps they
were rye, emmer, and dates. We have no warrant to assume, in
the absence of textual reference, that they included the plants
later called by the Nephites "barley" or "wheat."
Many historical cases assure us that plant names can change
under new circumstances. When new plants are encountered,
old names commonly are applied to them. For instance, after the
Conquest, many Spanish names were applied to plants found in
Mex ico because of their similarities to those of Europe, such as
"cirueio," plum (tree), applied to th e nonplum genus
Spondias.97 Various other naming pu zzles also occurred. The
fruit of the prickly-"pear" cactus was called by the Spaniards
"fig," even though a real nati ve fig was presen t (as Mat heny
noted, p. 302) . Some Spaniards used the word "trigo," wheat,

95
96

Labarre, "'N<ltive Arneric<ln Beers," 232.
Sorenson, All Anciel// American Setting, 139.
97 See Bias Pablo Reko. "De los nombres botan icos aztccas," £1
Mexico Antiguo 115 (19 19): 113.
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for maize (French pea<;ants in recent times still called it "Turkish
wheat" or "Roman wheat").98
Within the Book of Mormon itself we discover an interesting
case of a plant name changing. Mosiah 9:9 mentions "sheum" in
a Jist of plants. The name rather obviously derives from
Akkadian (Babylonian) "she}um," barley (Old Assyrian, wheat),
"the mos! popular ancient Mesopotamian cereal name. "99 A
larcditc source is logical, for that group departed from
Mesopotamia, although the Book of Mormon reference is to a
plant cultivated by the Zeniffites (a Nephite-"Mulekite" group) in
the second century B.C. The term could not have meant "barley"
or "wheat" among the Nephites because "sheum" is listed along
with "barley," while "wheat" is named elsewhere without hint of
any connection with "sheum." (Incidentally, careful reading of
Mosiah 9:9 indicates that while "corn," "barley," and "wheat"
were classified as "seeds," "neas" and "sheum" may be implied
to be other than seeds.) Whatever crop was called "sheum," it is
unlikely to have meant to the Zeniffites what it once had in
Mesopotamia, barley or wheat, but had come to be applied (by
the laredites?) to something else.
Plenty of other cultivated grains in ancient Mesoamerica
might have been called sheum, or "wheat," or "barley." Some
possibilities are:
I. amaranth (Amaranthus Jeucocarpus and A. cruentus);](X)
2. huauzontie;!O!

98 See Edward P. Vining, An Inglorious Columbus (New York:
Appleton, 1885), 116-17.
99 Robert F. Smith, "Some 'Neologisms' from the Mormon
Canon," Conference on the Language of the Mormons 1973, Brigham
Youn\\ University Language Research Center, 1973,66.
1 0 Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 184-85; the latter from
Co)(catl~n cave before 2300 B.C., see 1. D. Sauer, "Identity of archaeological grain amaranths from the Valley of Tehuacan, Puebla, Mexico,"
American Antiquity 34 (1969): 80-81.
10 1 H. D. Wilson and C. B. Heiser, "The Origin and Evolutionary
Relationships of ' Huauzontle ' (Chenopodium nuttalJiae Stafford),
Domesticated Chenopod of Me)(ico," American Journal of Botany 66
(1979): 198-206; and Nonnan W. Simmonds, ''The Grain Chenopods of the
Tropical American Highlands," Economic Botany 19 (\965): 223~35; a related grain was used in Europe and Asia.
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3. chia (Salvia hispanica or S. chian, used in greater quantity by the Aztecs than even amaranth);102
4. Setaria or fox-tail millet (S. geniculara Beauvais); 103
5. 40-chromosome "perennial corn" (Zea perennis, a form
of teosinte);
6. 20-chromosome "perennial corn" (Zea dipioperennis,
also a teosinte); and
7. Chalco teosinte (probably the food plant mentioned in
Codex Vaticanus 3738 as "accentli").I04 These materials are
cited to make the point that the archaeological inventory of
Mesoamerican grains still remains to be completed, as well as to
point to the problem of naming.
Matheny cites an archaeological study by Martinez M. who
recovered plant remains in Chiapas. The limited inventory discovered in that study is supposed to pose a problem for the
Book of Mormon, whose peoples I believe inhabited that area.
However, when Martinez's short list of remains is compared
with the extensive inventory of plants already known to have
been in use in Mesoamerica as a whole,105 it is apparent that a
sampling problem exists. Archaeologists in particular regions,
let alone at single sites, arc not going to discover the full range
of plants used anciently throughout the entire culture area.
Martinez's list is only a small portion of Heiser's inventory. (I
find it amusing that when Matheny wrote out the names of some
of Martinez' plants, she put down "vilis," apparently unable to
bring herself to say "grape!") Accidents of sampling, preservation and identification all contribute to the problem of straightening out botanical history. For example, C. Earle Smith, Jr., was
dismayed to find maize absent at a huge Peruvian site, except for

102 Kathleen Truman, "Chia: A Pre-Columbian Oilseed," Paper given
at 9th Annual Ethnobiology Conference, March 1986, University of New
Mexico.
103 P. Farn sworth e[ aI., "A Re-evaluation of the Isotopic and
Archaeological Reconstructions of Diet in the Tehuacan Valley," American
Ami~uiry 50 (1985): 102-16.
04 For 5, 6 and 7, sec George W. Beadle, 'The Origin of Zea mays,"
in David L. Browman, ed .. Cultural Continuity ill Mesoamerica (The
Hague: Mouton, 1978),23--42; and Arthur Fisher. "Preserving a Diverse
Lineage," Mosaic 13'3 (1982): 47-52.
! 5 See. e.g .. C. B. Heiser. Jr .. "Cult ivated Plants and Cultural
Diffusion in Nuclear America," Americall Allthropologist 67 (1965): 93049.
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a single cob (pp. 150--51),106 And whi le the pineapple is known
to be old in the New World on distributional grounds, the only
archaeological record for it consists of seeds and bracts found in
coprolites from Tehuacan Valley caves dating between 200 B.C.
and A.D. 700.107

Anyway, few really good studies of plant remains have been

done in Mesoamerica. Heiser spoke of "the often-equivocal
archaeological data" on which opinions about the age of plants in

a given area have been based,108 while botanists still disagree
widely on the systematics and areas of origin of many cultigens.
The difficulty of the problem for archaeologists is shown by the
fiasco of the famous Tehuaca.n Valley maize specimens.
Accelerator (AMS) dating (the most sophisticated form of radiocarbon dating) was done in 1989 on a sample of cobs selected
by chief excavator Richard MacNeish. He intended them "to represent the oldest maize in the collection and related to well-dated
levels."I09 All the spec imens were selected from his Coxcathin
phase ("5000 to 3400 B.C.") except one cob from the succeeding
Abejas phase. Instead, the actual, calibrated AMS dates of the
"earliest" cobs stretched from the calibrated range 3860-3380
B.C. at the early end through 2540-2150 B.C. Yet two of the
cobs proved to be as late as the time of Christ, another fell
around A.D. 300-500, and a final specimen dated to A.D.
15001 11 0 Clearly, the archaeologists had made some major mistakes somewhere along the way. So botanical and archaeological
methods still have a long way to go before they can be relied
upon to give us firm data on the age, types, and distribution of
ancient American crops. Not without reason did Heiser warn us
that "detailed knowledge of the origin [and dating and distribution] of many of the cultivated plants of the Americas is lacking." III

106 C. Earle Smith. Jr. , "Floral remains," in Tere nce Grieder et al.,
eds., Ln Galgada. Peru: A Preceramic Culture in Transition (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1988), 125-51.
107 Norman W. Simmonds, ed., Ellolution of Crop Plants (London:
Longmans, 1976), 16.
108 Heiser, "Cultivated Plants and Cultural Diffusion," 935--44.
109 Richard MacNeish, in Austin Long et a!., "First Direct AMS
Dates on Early Maize from Tehuacan. Mexico," Radiocarbon 31 (1989):
135.
110 Long et a!., "First Direct AMS Dates on Early Maize," 1035--40.
III Heiser, "Cultivated Plants and Cultural Diffusion," 945.
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It is marginally helpful for Matheny to remind us how far
facile statements by some Latter-day Saint writers about the
crops of the Nephites and Lamanites depart from what the
botanists think they know. I too hope for improvement and caution in reading and interpreting both the scripture and the scientific record. But now consider the case of the discovery of New
World barley, which Matheny construes as unimportant or
negative in relation to the Book of Mormon account. What it
actually teaches us is that changes in the scientific botanical
inventory for ancient America must still be anticipated. Details of
the case are as follows: I reported in 1984 on the di scovery in
Arizona-the first in the New World-of archaeological specimens of possible domesticated barley, and suggested that this
could prove of interest in relation to Alma 11:7 and 15.112
Abundant samples of the same grain had also been discovered at
sites and in collections from Illinois and Oklahoma. These led V.
L. Bohrer to state cautiously. "i t is reasonable to conclude that
we are looking at a North American domesticated grain crop
whose existence has not been suspected." ID But Nancy and
David Asch were less cautious: "[Our] project reveal[s] a previously unidentified seed type now identified as little barley
(Hordeum pusillum). and there are strong indications that this
grain must be added to the list of starchy-seeded plants that were
c ultivated in the region by 2000 years ago."114 They added.
"Thi s barley is well-represented also at two other sites, one Late
Woodland (A.D. 600-1050) and the other Middle Woodland"
[early A.D. centuries].115 So here was a domesticated barley in
use in several parts of North America over a long period of time.
Crop exchanges between North America and Mesoamerica have
been documented by archaeology making it possible that this
11 2 See 10hn L. Sorenson and Robert F. Smith, '·Barley in Ancient
America," in Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book of Mormoll, 130--32;
Sorenson, An Ancient American Selling. 184.
11 3 v. L. Bohrer, " Domesticated and Wild Crops in the CAEP Study
Area," in P. M. Spoerl and G. 1. Gumerman, eds., Prehistoric CullUml

Development in Central Arizona: Archaeology of lhe Upper New River
Re giu/I, Suulht: rn Illinoi s University at Carbo ndal e Center for
Archaeological Investigations, Occasional Paper 5, [984,252.

114 Nancy and David Asch, "Archeobotany," in Charles R. McGimsey
and Michael D. Conner, eds .• Deer Track: A Late Woodland Village in the
Mississippi Valley ( Kampsvi lle. IL: Center for American Archeology,
t9851·44.

15 Ib id., 81.
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native barley was known in that tropical southland and conceivably was even cultivated there. The key point is that these unexpected results from botany are recent. More discoveries will
surely be made as research continues.
Meanwhile it is a red herring for Matheny to hedge that H.
pusillum was, after all, not "an Old World import" but a native
American plant. As I have pointed out above, the Book of
Mormon says nothing abouf where ils "harley" crop originated.
It is not out of the question that Hordeum pusiLLum was Nephite
"barley," even though it is not likely. Surely the discovery is not
without relevance for the problem of identifying the Nephites'

crops.
Matheny also states, "thus far no Old World plants have
been identified by the presence of their pollens or other remains"
(p. 302). This is a puzzling statement. She has told me that she
has used the two-volume Pre-Columbian Conlacl wilh lhe
Americas across the Oceans: An Annotated Bibliography in connection with her investigation of possible Semitic inscriptions in
Soulh America. 116 By looking up "plant" or "crop" in the index,
she would also discover a vast literature that would directly contradict her statement about "no Old World plants." A substantial
number of Old World pre-Columbian crops have been identified
in America. 117 This is fact, even though diehard isolationist
archaeologists and botanists (the B.S.) are uncomfortable with
the point. Yet regardless of the fact that certain crop plants did
obviously cross the oceans, we cannot confidently stale whether
any of those cultigens were, or were not, brought or used by
Lehi's group. So it would make no direct difference to the question of the accuracy of the Book of Mormon either way, but
certainly somebody brought some plants across, thus making it
plausible that Lehi's group could have done so.
Noting various animals known from Mesoamerica, which I
had suggested as possibly utilized by the Nephiles and
Lamanites, Matheny thinks that "many of these animals may
have been considered unclean for consumption by Nephites"
under "the Law of Moses" (pp. 302-4). She admits that we do
not know from the text whether the Nephites knew of or kept
"the dietary laws" of that code, yet she assumes that they did.
I 16 John L. Sorenson and Martin H. Raish, Pre-Columbian Contact
with tile Americas across the Oceans: An Annotated Bibliography, 2 vols.
(Provo, UT: Research, 1990).
117 See, for example, Carter 1974 (C-092), abstracted in ibid., vol. I.
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This reveals an uncritical view of the origin and development of
those rules; it implies that the code that appears in today's (King
James?) version of the Old Testament exi sted at the time of
Lehi 's departure from Jerusalem. We do not know that. Some of
the devotees of "critical method" who contributed to the volume
in which Matheny' s paper appeared would co nsider this naive.
There are major scholarl y di sputes about what rules, if any,
were known and applied in the land of Israel by the time of the
diaspora, but man y-maybe most--c urrent scholars would
question Matheny's position. They consider it likely that some
or all those specific restrictions on food were developed and
codified by the Jews after the date for Lehi's departure. It seems
intuiti vely likely lhal sume reslrictiuns were in force by thc:n, but
not particularly the set listed in present scripture .118 Until more
is known on the matter, there is no point speculating whether or
not the Nephites had this or that particular ritual limitation on
animal use.
In any case, we know that only some of the Nephites kept
their version of the "law of Moses" some of the time. Otherwise
there would have been no point in the text's emphasis on how
hard it was for the priests to hold the people to whatever the
code wa~ (Jarom I: 11-2). (Will no liquor bottles be found in the
ruins of Mormon communities by future archaeologists!?) The
same qualification would be true of other aspects of the "law of
Moses." For instance, performing sacrifices is not mentioned in
the bulk of the Book of Mormon record, between Mosiah 2:3
and 3 Nephi 9: 19. The latter verse tells us that some sacrifices
were being practiced, but we are not told of what they consisted .
It is unlikely that they approached the cultural centrality of the
temple sacrifi ces in Israel during the sa me period . or more
would have been said of them. We simply don't know what was
in the Nephite version of the "law of Moses," hence Matheny's
objection about nonkos her animals is moot.
Matheny 's comments on animal names are not apt (p. 304).
All kinds of complications have occurred in hi storical cases of
animal nomenclature, the same as for "wi ne" or "barley." Her
generalizations will not work because they are not empirically
based. She needs to look carefully at the extensive literature on
118 Dr. Gordon Thomasson has pointed out 10 me in a personal
com munication that even the reslriclions imposed in laler Judaism had so
many exceptions authorized in rabbinical reasoning Ihal nearly any animal
could be ealen under certain circumstances.
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animal terminology in a variety of cultures. Some of this material
is accessible by looking under "naming ambiguities" in the index
in my Animals in the Book oj Mormon: An Annotated
Bibliography. I 19 My hope in putting out that piece was to
increase the sophistication of discussions of the Nephite and
Jaredite animals referred to in the Book of Mormon. After she
studies it, her comments would be more to the point.
The fact that scientists generally doubt the presence of any
animals other than those they have "authoritatively" agreed upon
so far does not mean that they will not change their mind s in the
future (p. 305). A classic case involves the "chicken." George
F. Carter, emeritus professor of geography at Texas A & M
University, is completing the editing of a vo lume of papers
(assisted by a F.A.R.M.S. grant) to be published by TAMU
Press that covers evidence for the New World occurrence of this
fowl before the time of Columbus. He and others have published on the topic previously.120 He has assembled a wide
range of evidence-from zoology, archaeology, history, linguistics and ethnography-that has been long ignored or resisted by
conventional sc ienti sts, which demonstrates that at least one
race, and probably more than one, of the Old World domestic
chicken was present and used in the New World (ma inly for
sac rifice) before the Spaniards brought their birds from across
the Atlantic. Actual chicken bones have been found over the last
fifty years at several sites in the western United States without
their being acknowledged in the formal literature. The bones
exist and they were dug up by legitjrnate archaeologists, but they
have been tucked away undi sc ussed-some for many yearsbecause "everybody know s there were no chickens before the
Spaniards arrived." Carter's volume wi ll demand these be properly reconsidered. Yet this is only a litlle more scandalous than
the neglect given the possibi lity that real horse bones have been
found in Mesoamerica dating to the time of the great civilizations. 121
Matheny's treatment of the horse illustrates, again, how
carefully one mu st read the scriptural text before attempting to
119 John L. Sorenson, "Animals in the Book of Mormon: An
Annotated Bibliography," FARM.S . paper. 1992,50-51.
120 See especiall y George F. Carter, "Pre-Columbian Chickens in
America," in Riley et aI., eds., Man across the Sea, 178-218.
121 For more information, see "horse" in the index to Sorenso n,
"Animals in the Book of Mormon,"
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compare it with out sid e inform at ion. She assumes that the
"Jaredi tes and Nephites ... were well -acquainted with horses"
in the Old World, hence they would not "have mistaken a deer or
a tapir for a horse" (pp. 307-8). But we do not know whether or
not the Jared ite party were "well-acquainted with horses." The
text says nothing about the subject in relation to their land of
origin. No one knows from exactly what part of the Near East
they began their journey to America. In general we suppose it
was Mesopotamia, but even if th at should be correct, were
horses common, rare, or unknown there, or were they domesticated at all at ca. 3000 B.C.? Whatever the case for their homeland , the Jaredite party's trip across Eurasia and the ocean consumed years, after which few if any of the pioneering generation
in the new land may have surv ived long enough to tap their
memories regard ing animals in their original land as they
encountered fauna in the New World. (The only mention of
"horses" in their record, in Ether 9: 19, comes generations after
the landing.) As we have the Book of Ether through Moroni's
translation, I assume that the term "horse" in Ether 9: 19 is from
him and refers to the same. beast to wh ich the name is applied in
Mormon's record.
Of course Nephi and his cohorts certainly knew horses, yet
keep in mind that the Hebrew term for horse, sus, means basically "to leap," and other (" leaping") animals, including the
swallow, bore related names. 122 The fact that deer are also
leapers might have justified the earl y Nephites in applying to
them a Hebrew name that had been appli ed to the horse in
Nephi 's Jerusalem. (Compare Egyptian n, " horse," and shs,
antelope; note also, in the Mixtecan language of Mexico, yi-sll,
"deer.")123 But now here in the scripturallext do we get a definite answer to the questi on of how the lareditelNephi te "horse"
relates to the animal kingdom as we know it. There are other
thought-provoking examples of possib le ambiguit y in Nephi' s
Hebrew nomenclature whic h Joseph Smith's English translation
of, say, I Nephi 18:25 may not adequately reflect: the word for
ox, in Hebrew aJuph, was from a root meaning " tame" or
"gentle," which could also be app lied to a friend. (Could it apply
to a tapir?) Another Hebrew word was teo, "wild ox," but it also
applied 10 a species of gazelle.124 One of nine Hebrew words
122
123
124

Ibid., 33.
Ibid .
Ibid.
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for sheep. zemer, is translated in different versions of the Bible
as both "mountain sheep" and "rock-goat," while one Jewish
scholar believes it to mean an antclope.l25 And if someone balks
at the idea that Joseph Smith may not have translated every term

"correctly," consider the enigmatic statement in Enos 1:2 I, the
Nephites "did raise ... flocks of herds." As I noted, this is
quite surely a Hebraism, for Hebrew baqar translates as "ox," or
"cattle," or "herd."126 I suppose that Joseph was "right,"
although in English the translation is more than puzzling.
It is not just the Book of Mormon text that is obscure, how-

ever. The Spaniards were very unclear about some of their
encounters with newly discovered American animals. They left
behind in their historical records a mishmash of names for animals which we know today by other labels.127 Were they
"mistaken," as Matheny thinks the laredites would have been,
when the Europeans called bison "cows," the turkey a
"peacock," pronghorn antelope "animals like flocks of sheep,"
or the tapir "a species of buffalo of the size and somewhat looking like an ass?" If the Spaniards made ad hoc, puzzling naming
decisions when they discovered and labelled New World animals, I grant the same option to the people of Lehi. We reveal
our ethnocentrism if we demand nice natural-science logic on
their part when we see the strange names applied by rhe
Europeans. 128 Those like Matheny who question my interpretations for Book of Mormon animal names at least ought to
become informed on the topic by mastering the literature on documented cases of terminological ambiguity. I've shown where to
begin, not how to conclude.
My critic goes on to doubt that deer were ridden in
Mesoamerica-an interesting possibility that I suggested. She
turns to a selection of representations of human-animal pairs, all
from the Maya lowlands, outside the Book of Mormon area I
recognize. She cites guesses by archaeologists about what those
scenes might or might not mean. Her result is that the question
of whether deer were ridden is left up in the air. But she ignores
ethnoh istoric information laid out by Professor Dibble in the
125 Ibid., 36.
126 Ibili., 42.
127 See, among others, the article by W. George abstracted in ibid"
12.

128 Cf. Stocker et al. in Sorenson, Animals in the Book of Mormon,
34.
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department where she graduated, which tells us about the
Aztecs' encounter with Spanish horses. They spoke of "the
deer-w hi ch-carried-men-upon -their-backs, called horses." 129
Such information shows that there is nothing inherently implausible in the idea. (In Siberia deer have been ridden for centuries.)
But if one is go ing to try to make sense of Nephite or
laredite animal use, the need---once more-is to read the Book
of Mormon text meticulously, So I hasten to note that the Book
of Mormon says nothing to suggest that deer, or any other animal s, were ever ridden. The only reason I raised the matter in
An Ancient American Setting was (0 show that the role of animals in Mesoamerican cultures was probably more varied and
exten sive than routine scholars have supposed. 130 Two references in Mosiah suggest that "burdens" were placed on an animal called an "ass."13 1 But all verbs and adjectives in the Book
of Mormon text rel ati ng to animal use need careful stud y.
Neither "domesticated" nor an equivalent term occurs, for
example. The laredites are said to have "had" cert ain animals,132
and the Nephites "did raise" flocks, according to Enos 1:2 1.1 33
"Horses and chariot s" were used to "conduct" (what an enigmatic verb!) a party from place to place within the general land
of Nephi (Alma 18:9-12). Then 3 Nephi 4:4 lumps "horses"
with

" pro v i ~jo n s"

ami '\;aule. and

nock ~

of c;very kind"-as

food supply-which the Nephites accumulated "that they might
subsist." Clearly, we need to get on with the basic textual study
on thi s top ic. To that end I included in "Animals in the Book of
129 A. J. O. Anderson and C. E. Dibble. Inms., The War of Conquest:
How It Was Waged Here in Mexico (Sa il Lake City: Universily of Utah
Press, 1978), 35; cf. other sources indexed in Sorenson, Animals in the
Book of Mormon under "riding animals."
110 Slimulating papers by Dillon and Puleslon, abSlracted in
Sorenson, Animals in the Book of Mormon, are to the same point.
131 See Snarskis in Sore nson, Animals in the Book of Mormoll, and
the Termer reference in Sorenson, All Ancient American Setting, 394,
regarding animals in Central America which are pictured laden with burdens;
at least the presence of Ihe concept of burden-carrying animals is thus
demonstrated.
132 Implicat ions are discussed in Sorenson, Animal.i in the Book of
Mormon, 4 \.
! 33 But the sources in Sorenson, Animals in the Book of Mormon,
indexed under "domestication process" show what varied conditions and processes could be encompassed by "raise"; and now add Eugenia Shanklin,
"S ustenance and Symbol: Anthropological S tudies of Domesticated
Animals." Annual Review of Anthropology 14 (1985): 380--8\.
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Mormon" an exhaustive appendix, "Animal References in the
Book of Mormon," I wish Matheny had done some of that
spadework instead of just giving opinions.
The note about biological characteristics of American populations in relation to the Book of Mormon (p. 310) shows overconfident reliance on "mainstream" physical anthropology.
Matheny could well engage in broader study of the subject,
going beyond the selective "top 40" lists of acceptable literature
favored by standard American physical anthropologists. Of particular value would be reading in the history of this sub-discipline, starting perhaps with Juan Comas.134 He makes it apparent that U.S. "mainstream biological anthropology" is paradigm(and clique-) limited so as to include certain researchers, like the
trendy, much-published Christy Turner, but to exclude arbitrarily an Andrzej Wier~inski (and, with a condescending smile,
most other physical anthropologists outside (he USA). 135
Incidentally, while it is true that "most fealUres of cranial
morphology are considered (0 be very responsive to environmental change" by physical anthropologists today. that has not
been demonstrated but largely assumed.

Zarahemla
It is greatly overdoing it to say that "Sorenson has examined
what is known archaeologically about each of the areas within
the scope of his model" (pp. 310-11). As I repeatedly said in An
Ancient American Setting. the archaeological information
referred to there is highly summarized and painfully simplified.
For either of us to talk about "what is known archaeologically"
about the sites or areas listed on page 311 would be impossible
because of the scale of the endeavor. There is already too much
relevant information in print to summarize, although of course
we would like much more. Anyway, with one or two exceptions
("probable"), the sites on that list I had labelled only plausible
candidates for Book of Mormon sites. Had I supposed that they
were definitely "the" Book of Mormon sites, I would have
begun the second stage in a full research program on the Book
134 Juan Comas, Antropologfa de los Pueblos Iberoamericanos
(Barcelona: Editorial Labor, 1974).
J 35 For a wide range of non-"mainstream" writers, check under "race"
and "migration" in the index in vol. 2 of Sorenson and Raish, PreColumbian Contact.
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of Mormon which John Clark has referred to, that is, making
ri gorous comparison of each site with all relevant Book of
Mormon passages. 136
When the time comes that a systematic comparison can be
attempted between siteslregions and textual cities/lands, however, it ought to be done on a far more critical and comprehensive basis than Matheny has been ab le to show us in her example, Santa Rosa, Chiapas. On page 313 she states that the e xcavations done at Santa Rosa by the New World Archaeological
Foundation in 1956 and 1958 were "adequate" to give us a picture of what is at the site. Actually, they were embarrassingly
inadequate. The two publications issued can hardly be read in
parallel because of philosophical, methodological and data differences between the archaeologists who wrote them. The limited aim of the work was to establish a ceramic sequence and to
determine the scale and dates of inhabitation at the site. Yet the
published data do not yield more than a ba sic sequence . The
ceramic analysis behind the " phases" offered by Brockington is
confusing and questionable in its details. Meanwhile Delgado' s
report is minimally useful in sketching the history of the community. The extent of the site was never clearly established for
any phase. Overall, the reports on Santa Rosa are an example of
a very limited type of archaeology, which was all that could be
expected when thi s project was undertaken. We can be glad for
the information the NWAF obtained at Santa Rosa, but it is not
at all "adequate" to answer most of the quest ions which interest
Matheny or me. Consequently, her sketch of the hi story of the
place offered on page 3 13 is only a first cuI. For example. she
fails to mention that crucial phase 3 seems to be divided by a
surge in building activity at around 100 B.C., which cou ld relate
to what I called "the expansion ofZarahemla."137 But the information furnis hed in the reports is too thin to do more than hint at
such nuances which might relate to the Book of Mormon story.
By the way, the fact that the bi-Iobed residential pattern at the
site goes back before the date for the arrival of Mosiah 's peop le
in no way robs it of significance for Mosiah's day; we could
easily suppose that the two ethnic groups-Nephites and people
of Zarahemla-wou ld be fitted into the preexisting settlement
pattern upon Mosiah's arrival . But the scriptural text in Mosiah 2
136 Parts 4, 5, and 6 in my A Source Book begin the task as far as the
text is concerned.
137 Sorenson, An Ancient American Sellill g, 190.
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describes only the separated seating pattern of the two groups on
one ceremonial occasion, Benjamin's final speech. It says noth~
iog definite of bilateral siting of houses. My comment about the
twofold division remains worth thinking about even though I
made no specific claim about residential areas.!38 Finally, ooth·

iog learned about Santa Rosa's history that I am aware of is in
conflict with the picture of Zarahemla I drew from the scriptures,
although overall the information is limited.
Matheny focuses attention next on the fortification wall constructed around the city of Zarahemla in the first century B.C.
(pp. 315-16). Where is any archaeological trace of it, she asks,
if Santa Rosa is Zarahemla? "Discernable walls and fortifications
dating to the Late Preclassic period have been found at a number
of sites in the Maya area," so why not at Santa Rosa? Her comparison to the Maya area is apt in a way she did not anticipate.
Generations of archaeologists worked in the latter area without
finding those walls she mentions. What led to their recognition
is interesting. For years a few scholars had cited evidence for
Classic period warfare in the Maya area but were resisted by
mainstream archaeologists until a dramatic discovery in the field
made the old picture of peaceful theocrats impossible to maintain. The result opened up room in the paradigm to accept fortification walls when their remains were found--even dating to the
Late Pre-Classic, the core Book of Mormon period. But the
change in thinking was not easy.
The crucial discovery came during investigation of Tikal, the
great Maya center. What at first appeared to be merely a hillock
and adjoining arroyo several miles from the site turned oul to be
weathered remnants of an earthen fortifiCalion wall and parallel
ditch that stretched for miles. The find was accidental; the little
elevation was too slight to show up on an aerial photograph even
had anybody had the (then) strange notion of looking for a wall
when "everyone knew" that the Maya did not engage in wars. 139
Once the cat was out of the bag, searching began to reveal more
walls in the Maya lowlands and elsewhere. But Delgado and
Brockington did their work at Santa Rosa too early to benefit
from this new perspective on war, nor did they share my idea
that the site might be Zarahemla. (They are not Mormons.) They
did not have any expectation that there might be a wall, so they
138 Ibid., 156.
139 See D. E. PuJeston and D. W. Callender, Jr., "Defensive
Earthworks at Tikal ," Expedition 9 (1967): 40-48.
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did not look for one. Given the prevailing attitude of
Mesoamericanists in the 1950s it is farfetched to think, with
Matheny, that at Santa Rosa the archaeologists would automatically have detected remains of whatever wall was there---even
had they once sat on the eroded pile to eat lunch.
A look at Zarahemla's wall according to the text is instructive. It must have been generically of the form described in the
book of Alma. 140 I did not "post ulate" any form of wall beyond
what is stated in Alma 50: 1-6. "Heaps of earth" were said to
have been piled up by the Nephites to form walls, "round about
every city in the land." Additional detail is given at Alma 53:4.
(There could, of course, have been unmentioned regional differences based on availability of material s.) Excavated so il was
thrown against a wall of upright timbers, yielding a cross-section, from outside to inside, of ditch, sloping face (glacis), and
vertical inner face. The timber was to "the height of a man," say
six feet high, or perhaps a bit more on the basis of Alma 62:2122, which speaks of needing cords and ladders to let down
arms-laden men silently to the inside from atop the wall. Such
construction allowed Samuel the Lamanite to ascend/descend the
wall up the sloping outer face while his pursuers were hindered,
if not prevented, from leaving the city except via a "pass"/gateway. The general picture sketched by lhe lexl is consistent and

logical, and the construction methods seem obvious, yet we are
nowhere told how long the wall at Zarahemla stretched nor how
far it lay from the center of the city.
What remains would be left if archaeologists should locate it
today? After the AmalickiahIMoroni wars no mention is made of
renewed need for walls, although of course it is possible that
they kept them up. (The failure of Zarahemla 's wall to protect
against Coriantumr's lightning attack, Helaman I :2 1-22, could
have persuaded the Nephites that some of the walls were no
longer worth the cost to maintain.) As soon as the timbers rotted
without being replaced, the earth piled against them would have
slu mped inward. Erosion would subsequently spread the earth
both into the ditch and over the inner surface until the remaining
earthen bank would be only on the order of three feet high. Now
note that, concerning the much larger wall at Becan in the center
140 Sce my article. "Fortifications in the Book of Mormon Account
Compared with Mesoamerican Fortification," in Ricks and Hamblin, cds.,
Waifare in Ihe Book of Mormon, 433- 37, and appendix, "Book of Monnon
Statements about Fortifications," 438-43.
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of the Yucatan peninsula, built centuries later, David Webster
reports, "Because the parapet has suffered so much erosion and
purposeful destruction it is quite low, varying between I and 3.6
m. in height. It is now the least visuaJly striking feature of the
defensive system, especially where overgrown . . . . In fact
Ruppert and Denison [the original discoverers, in 1933] failed to
identify the parapet as a formal construction at all, noting merely
that' A series of low mounds (not shown on the plan), 1-3
meters high, lines the inner bank of the moat."!41 When excavated the Becan moat had filled up with an average 2.8 m. of
sediment (p. 20). If the same phenomena were manifested at
Santa Rosa, where the wall and ditch were much smaller to start
with, the remains would never be noted nowadays unless some~
one specifically, carefully searched for them, and the NWAF
people did not.
1 previously referred to the "potentially ephemeral nature of
walls,"142 citing as an example the huge stone wall built by the
Spaniards in colonial days in the Valley of Mexico. They utilized
over two million people in the project. But despite its historical
recency and huge scale, no surviving traces of the structure have
been noted by archaeologists or historians. The same is true of
the six-mile long wall which the Tlaxcalans had built between
them and their Aztec enemies and which Cortez described. It
was huge, nine feet high and 20 feet thick with a breastwork
atop it.i43 Yet no archaeologist has discovered any remnant of
it, as far as I am aware. So while Matheny may find a problem
in the lack, at this time, of evidence for a wall at Santa Rosa
which would qualify it as Zarahemla, to me it seems like just one
more difficulty for the archaeologists, not for the Book of
Mormon.
The same goes for the question of "evidences of fire" at
Santa Rosa-if-Zarahemla. How do we know what archaeological
evidence to expect that might show the reported burning of the
city? Was the conflagration chiefly a matter of thatched roofs
blazing rather than wholesale destruction of buildings? Third
141 David Webster, "Defensive Earthworks at Becan. Campeche.
Mexico: Implications for Maya Warfare," Tulane Universiry Middle
American Research Instilute Publication 41, 1976, 14.
142 Sorenson, "Fortifications in the Book of Mormon Account," in
Ricks and Hamblin, eds., Wa rfare ill the Book of Mormon , 428.
143 H. H. Bancroft, Native Races of the Pacific States, vol. 2.
(London : Longmans, Green, 1875),4 16.
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Nephi 8:8 merely says, "the city of Zarahemla did take fire." We
have no way to tell the extent of the destruction. Of the besieged
city of Jerusa lem , Jeremiah (21: 10) prophesied that the king of
Babylon "shall burn it with fire" (Revised English Bible: "burn it
to the ground"), yet archaeological work has not yielded evidence that a massive destruction by fire took place.
Archaeologists have trouble picking up on what evidence of
burning there is.I44
A final point Matheny makes about Santa Rosa is that it is
smaller than the site of Chiapa de Corzo, some distance away.
She thinks thi s relati ve sma llnes s does not comport with
Zarahemla's having been the ruling city over a land of Zarahemla
which included all central Chiapas, as I proposed. In the first
place the arChaeological work done at both locations was
incomplete and inconclusive. We do not know the extent of
inhabitation at either site for the specific times referred to in the
Book of Mormon. (As has been evident for some time, and as
John E. Clark, director of the New World Archaeological
Foundation, confirms. even the much-cited ceramic sequence at
Chiapa de Corzo is questionable at points and needs substantial
revi sion. The extent of that site at any given time period cannot
be established until the sequence has been clarified. The same is
true for Santa Rosa.) But if we indeed suppose, as seems likely
on several grounds. that Santa Rosa was smaHer than Chiapa de
Corzo. a reasonable interpretation of Zarahemla's political relations with its (or any) larger neighbor can be offered based on
that situation. The Chiapa de Corzo area (suggested by me as
"Sidom") could be seen as a spawning ground of "dissenters"
and rebels, such as the Amlicites, against the Nephite rulers at
Zarahemla precisely because the "dissenters" were from a Jarger
and richer zone than Santa Rosal"Zarahemla." As such. the
Sidomites cou ld have thought that they should be cut a much
larger piece of the political pie.l45 Chiapa de COrLO being larger
is also consistent with the statement in Helaman 1:27 that "the
144 On the sketchy, disputed traces uf a possible burning of the ceremonial center that marked "the fall of Teotihuacan," see Evelyn C. Rattray,
"Evidencia certimica de la calda del Cltisico en Teotihuacan," in J. B.
Mountjoy and Donald L. Brockington, cds., £1 Auge y 10 Caida del CIdsico
en e/ Mexico Celilral (Mexico: Instituto de Investigaciones Antropol6gicas.
U.N.A.M .• Scrie Antropol6gica 89, 1987), 84.
145 See Sorenson, An Ancient American Selling, 195- 97, where I
discuss thi s point.
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most capital parts of the land" lay down the Sidon River from
Zarahemla. 146 Anyway, what smaller city is likely to acknowledge in its own annals that some other place is bigger and better;
wou ld Sparta have granted that to rival Athens even though it
was true?
Overall, I agree with Matheny's statement, "It is difficult
then to find [certain specific] evidence for the correlation
between Santa Rosa and Zarahem la" (p. 316). The reason she
gives for not discussing Hauck 's correlation applies equally (0
my proposed site correlations, "Until the information concerning
the sites [he involves] is available, it is imposs ible to evaluate
how well they fit the descriptions of Book of Mormon si tes"
(p. 317). Indeed. I am in favor of gelling more information on
all the si tes concerned, after which what Matheny sees as
remaining issues will be nearer resolution, although we will
never wrap up everything, I expect. I said this many times in An
Ancient American Setting. 147 So far, I find as much reason to
consider a Santa Rosa-Zarahemla equation plausible as I did
before Matheny wrote her critique.

The Jaredites
Her characterization of the Jaredites again misconstrues the
text (pp. 317- 18). It is not true that, "The Book of Mormon
makes clear that thi s group was at a complex level of sociopolitical organization and that they brought with them [from the Old
World] mu ch of their knowledge and skill" (p. 317). As I
pointed out recently,l48 the initial Jaredite colonizing party consisted of on the order of eighty adu lts. How could such a small
group transfer from their homeland to Mesoamerica "much of
their [Old World civili zation 's] knowledge and skill ?" How
would descendants of such a tiny band bring to bear whatever
inactive knowledge their ancestors might once have possessed in
order. after several pioneering generations. to construct a c ivili zation recognizably like that they had left behind? Let us be
realistic. To just what "complex level" does Matheny refer?
Exactly what features of "sociopolitical organization," were
involved; and how does a group transfer "sociopolitical organization?" (Did the Pi lgrims reconst itute the British parliament in
146 See Sorenson, A Source Book. 288.
J 47 For example. Sorenson, All Ancient American Selling, 355.
J 48 Sorenson, "When Lehi's Party Arrived," 33-34.
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Massachusetts?) Where exactly in the Book of Mormon text are
indications of "their highly advanced culture" when they arrived?
How much could their population realistically have grown
before the deaths of Jared and his brother? Having only a small
population and a not-very-complex sociopolitical organization
does not stop some peoples from calling their ruler "king"
(compare. for example, Ether 6:19-22 with 2 Nephi 5:18 and
Mosiah 23:6). I challenge Matheny to prepare and publish a
detailed analysis in which she musters every specific. relevant
element in the text itself, leaving her own assumptions aside as
far as possible, so as to clarify her proposition. (She mustn't
forget to stay aware of "emic" and "etic" distinctions in reading
the text.) She should also share with us historical or ethnographic cases to convince us that it is possible for a handful of
colonists, cut off from their homeland, to succeed in one or two
generations in reestablishing "on a smaller scale" "the same level
of sociopolitical complexity they were accustomed to" in their
homeland. As an anthropologist, I am puzzled about the "how"
of all this. But until I see the text of Ether mustered in a cogent
manner, I cannot take seriously the straw-man terminology in
Matheny's critique of "incipient state" and "stratified society"
and feel neither the need nor the ability to comment on her
notions. I certainly do not believe the picture she offers that the
Book of Ether reports near replication of Mesopotamian civilization in America. It makes no sense in terms of the scriptural text
or cultural theory.
Matheny implies that I made an "equation" between Jaredites
and Dlmecs (p. 318). Not so, but perhaps my explanation in An
Ancient American Selling was insufficiently clear. I said that,
"identifying the culture in which the Jaredites were invoLved
with the First or Dlmec Tradition is very reasonable" (note my
emphasis).149 I also took pains to explain how the Book of
Mormon is a "lineage history" which recounts not the affairs of
"a culture" as such but of a single descent group whose life
develops intertwined with what may be a culturally and linguistically varied population that cannot be accounted for solely on the
basis of the original laredite (or Lehite) colonizing party.ISO
Those who kept the records which Ether finally wrote up on his
twenty-four gold plates and which Moroni eventually summa149 Sorenson. An Ancient American Selling. 119
150 Ibid .• 50-55, 117. and 119.
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rized for us were only Ether's ancestors. That is the record we
have available, in severely abstracted form.
I treated the topic again from the point of view of population
size, lSI arguing that Ether's account does not make logical or
anthropological sense unless we suppose that his Jaredite line
lived among other groups, both other lineages from the original
barges l52 and different groups, too. I said, "there is no doubt
whatever that many-perhaps most-aspects of culture in both
the First [Olmec-age] and Second [Nephite-age] Traditions
clearly did not come from the Old World. A unique [inherently
Mesoamerican] con fi gu ration of distinctive, ancient paUems of
life and thought characterizes this area at a fundamental level; no
later introductions by diffusion [i .e. brought by laredites,
"Mulekites," or Lehites] would have changed those much."153
So I never have equated laredites with Olmecs but have seen the
laredi tes as one social element in a complex situation that included cultural, ethnic and linguistic variety-some immigrant
and some "native."
The Olmecs were bearers of an especially interesting early
culture centered in tropical lowland s near the Gulf of Mexico.
But the laredite lineage inhabited an area in the highlands
(Moron, their cont inuing ruling seat, was "up" from the coasts).
As far as the brevity of the record allows us to judge, Ether's
lineage dwelt in Moron all along. My judgment was that thi s
place was located in the state of Oaxaca (alternatively, I would
now say that portions of Guerrero, Puebla or Veracruz might
qualify). In those areas there were cultures related to but earlier
than the coastal Olmec development, although scholars do not
have a convenient cover term comparable to "Olmec" for the
highland group(s). I used the term "Olrnec Tradition" to encompass the whole Early and Middle Pre-Classic development,
lowland and highland, which culminated in the classic Gulf
Coast Olmec manifestation.154 Eventually laredite rulers and
their rivals were also active in the east sea lowlands, where their
extinction finally occurred. I suppose that Ether's lineage. originating with lared, held a significant measure of rulership while
"involved in" groups bearing Olmec-period cultures.

151
152
15)
154

Sorenson, "When Lehi's Party Arrived," 33-34.
Cf. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 117. 119
Ibid. , 11 2.
Ibid., 109.
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A parallel exists near at hand with "the Aztecs." Fr. Sahagun
reported in the sixteenth century that there were twenty-one
major peoples or cultures in the Basin of Mexico and surrounding regions at the time of the Spanish Conquest. They had
migrated and settled at many different times yet possessed a
common language, Nahuatl, and they related to each other politically and economically in a fairly stable system. Still their apparent unity was deceptive, for their hi stories, traditions, calendars
and beliefs differed complexly one from another, and in addition
to the common language they spoke different tongues of their
own.IS5 The recent "emperors" over the "nation" were all of the
dominant Mexica ("Aztec") tribe (in Cortez' day the ruler was
Moctezuma Xocoyotzin ["Montezuma"]); those people had
arrived in the valley as nomads from western Mexico less than
three centuries earlier, only to borrow extensive ly from and intermarry with local groups. Nowadays, the public and all but a
few sc holars refer for simplicity only to " the Aztecs." The
underlying complexity of the varied peoples, languages and
cultures that once made up the society is masked by our use of
the umbrella term that designates the rulers. I expect that "the
laredites." that is Ether's own lineage, in their situation could
have been just as complicated in their relationships with others.
From the explanation I have just given of my model of the
laredites as one lineage participating in a larger tradition, it
should be clear that I consider their status very different from
what Matheny referred to as "laredite civilization" (pp. 319,
320), a term T would not use without serious qualification. Note
again that we could hardly expect a highly "ernie" documentary
source (that is, the book of Ether), giving history from the perspective of one ruling lineage, to involve, mention or connote all
the elements of "Olmec civilization" as reconstructed by archaeologists. Still there arc enough overlaps to convince me that the
two are connected though not congruent.
This problem of identifying a minority group within a larger
soc iety and culture recalls the Popol Vull. Robert Carmack
attempted to relate the "Toitecs," who were the protagonists in
this famous Guatemalan "Book of Counsel," to the archaeological background of their setting.156 He found evidence from lin-

155 See Charles C. Kolb, Current Anthropology 22 (I 98t): 52.
156 See Robert Carmack, "Tohcc Influence on the Poslc!assic Culture
History of Highland Guatemala," in Archaeological Studies in Middle
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guiSlic examination of the text of the Papal Yuh that "small
numbers of the Toltec ancestors must have [entered the area and]
come in contact with large, autochthonous. well~established
populations." Later the language, and presumably the culture
and genes, of the immigrant newcomers "were apparently
absorbed by the ... much more numerous indigenous popuJations,"157 What is of most interest here is that when Carmack
looked for confirmatory archaeological evidence of the arrival of

the Toltecs, the results only broadly supported the sketchy
historical framework in the traditional accounl. A handful of

specific, surviving Taltec cultural features were found-bul
some of those seemingly related to regions and times other than
what the text indicates-along with a number of more general
cultural parallels to the "Toltec" origin area. Still, "many ...
features which would be expected as a result of [the immigrant
party] ... are lacking" (p. 64). Note that this difficulty in
identifying evidence for a connection comes after only five or six
intervening centuries. How much less likely it is that we would
find close alignment between the limited cultural features
revealed by excavation of sparse remains left by the Olmecs
3(x)() years ago and what is mentioned in the succinct and selective laredite lineage record! In my view the cultural and historical parallels we can detect are remarkable, given the data and
interpretive problems.
Matheny states that "no one has convincingly demonstrated a
link between any" of five writing systems developed in
Mesoamerica on the one hand and the Nephite writing system(s)
as reported in the Book of Mormon on the other (pp. 320-21).
(In fact, there were more like fifteen systems known, although
some fall together into families and some are barely identifiable.)
Thi s sounds like a serious charge, but let's look more closely.
The apparent significance is vitiated in the first place when we
realize that nobody has made a serious attempt to demonstrate
any links. More important, it is not clear how one would go
about doing so. Several halfway approaches have been made.
Carl Jones showed convincingly that characters on "the Anthon
transcript" relate quite remarkably with the writing on a one-of-

America, Tulane UniversilY Middle American Research Institute Publication
26 (1970). 49- 92.
157 Ibid., 71.
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a-kind artifact from Tlatilco, Mex ico. 158 Lind a Miller Van
Blerkom found that "t he six main types of sign s of a wordsyllabic sys tem" are used equally in the Mayan and Egyptian
hieroglyphic systems, 159 but more fingerprints and a smoking
gun would be nice. What we need is a competent linguist who's
willing to follow up on these projects? (By the way, what would
"competent" const itute?)
Finally, Matheny returns to the point with which she
began-Sorenson " has called up numerous examples of findings
from throughout Mesoamerica and beyond to show that the
record is not sett led on such problems as the presence of horses,
sheep, barley, and the early practice of metallurgy. However,
most of the references Sorenson cites are problematic in some
way or another" (p. 322). Well, of course any indication that the
current paradigm held by Mesoamerican archaeologists has
flaw s or gaps is going to be considered "problematic" by those
who prefer to maintain that paradigm. Yet talk of a "paradigm,"
a concept that was jargonistically fashionable in the 60s and 70s,
nowadays is more likely to come out as "political correctness." It
seems to me that what bothers Matheny with my "problematic"
sources has lillie to do with their truth value but much with their
"p. c." She may think that I should exhibit more delicacy than to
sugges t that, for example, the Dlmecs used metals when the
textbooks (which rely on the op inions of the B. S., who get paid
a lot more than I do) contradict me. Hence the denigrative
"problematic" and "bits-and-pieces approach" may concern my
indelicacy.
I am reminded of a warning by philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead:
When I was a young man in the University of
Cambridge, I was tau ght sc ience and mathe matics by
brilliant men and I did well in them; si nce the turn of the
cen tury I ha ve li ved to see everyone of the basic
assumptions of both set aside; not, indeed, discarded,
bUl of use as qualifyi ng clauses instead of as majo r
propositions; and all thi s in one life-span- the most
158 See Car l H. Jones,
Mesoamerican Cy linder Seals."
Proceedillgs, S.E.H.A
159 See Linda Miller Van
Egyptian Hieroglyphs." KOlUllob

"The 'Anthon Transcript' and T wo
F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1970, reprinted from
Blerkom. "A Comparison of Maya and
II (August [978); 1-8.

360

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON lltEBOOK OF MORMQN 611 (1994)

fundamental assumptions of supposedly exact sciences
set aside. And yet. in the face of that, the di scoverers of
the new hypotheses in sc ience are declaring , "Now at
last, we have certilude."I60
Challenging and changing ideas is what is supposed to take
place in science, or so I was taught at five universities. And that
is what should be happening continually in anthropology and
archaeology, but it can only proceed in the face of continual
B.S. pressure to maintain the accepted version of "certitude."
E. lames Dixon gives a nice example of the resulting conflict. He recounts how Prof. Brian Fagan, master of archaeological popular books, lectured in Fairbanks, Alaska, to " packed
auditoriums and large luncheon audiences," telling them that
"there exists no unequi vocal data supporting human occ upation
of the Americas prior to circa 12,000 B.P." The same day
Thomas Dillehay, excavator of the remarkably early Monte
Verde site in Chile, was talking in the same city to a small group
presenting hard data completely contrary to Fagan. Dixon notes,
"Though consensus [represented by Fagan 's tex tbookish posi·
tion] provides the security and comfort most people require, it
frequently may not reflect the truth. Fortunately, most sc ientific
debates are not subject to final resolution by popular vote."161
Truth will seem outrageous before it seems acceptable. Judith
Remington has phrased the problem for Me soamerica as,
"determined and often defiant adherence [by the B.S.) to
ass umptions that were no longer tenable .... New di scoveries
... wreak havoc with old hyporheses. Nonetheless, the
hypotheses were presented as theories and defended fiercely, to
the detriment of ... scientific knowl edge of the inhabitants of
prehispanic Mesoamerica."162 We all should be willing to "be
in structed more perfectly in theory" (D&C 88:78 ). I am willing
to change my theories and hypotheses, when the need is demon·
strated. When an old shoe is worn out, it deserves to be thrown
away for a new one, even if the replacement does not feel com·
160 Alfred North Whitehead, in Charles P. Curtis, J r., and Ferris
Greenslet, cam ps., The Practical Cogitator, or the Thin ker's Anthology
(Boston : Houghton-Mifflin, 1945), 112.
161 E. James Dixon, Quest for the Origins of the First Americans
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993), 104.
162 Judith Remington, "Mesoamerican Archaeoastronomy: Parallax,
Perspective, and Focus," in R. A. Williamson, ed., ArchaeoastrolZomy in
the Americas (Los Altos, CA: Ballena, 198 1),20 1-2.
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fortable at first. Archaeological theories or interpretations are
similar. About the time they get feeling totally comfortable, we
may find embarrassing holes in them-they are worn out.
Whatever degree of fit feels good to us, scholars as a group
are inevitably faced with what archaeological theorist Lewis R.
Binford calls "ambiguity in the facts of the archaeological
record." That means, he insists, that we cannot expect a perfect
fit between "the facts" and any hypothesis or theory, but only
"plausibility," for "what is advanced as true remains dependent
on ... judgment" about what is and is not plausible. 163
Now to recapitulate, in Matheny's critique she has drawn
attention to some minor points of informational value and has
pointed out once more [hat there are serious gaps in knowledge
when we attempt to compare the Nephite scripture with scholarship. But factually, methodologically,logica1ly and epistemologically. she has failed time after time to do damage to my positions or to convince me of a need to change. My own criticism
of the weaknesses in my writings remains more telling and helpful to improvement than anything she has given me thus far.
In a helpful spirit I warn Matheny and other potentially productive researchers about falling into a pattern of intellectual
activity that has wasted many good minds and chewed up the
lives of many good people in the past. I hope she will back off
and take a candid look at what her critique displays. Hugh
Nibley has stated the problem aptly: ''The normal way of dealing
with the Book of Mormon 'scientifically' has been first to
attribute to the Book of Mormon something it did not say. and
then to refute the claim by scientific statements that have not
been proven." I join Nibley in urging: "Let us not oversi mplify
and take the Book of Mormon to task for naive conclusions and
images that are really our own."I64
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163 Lewis R. Binford, "Reply," Current Anthropology 24 (1983):
[64 Hugh W. Nibley, Since Cumorah, vol. 7 in The Collected Works
of Hugh Nibley, 2d ed. (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book lmd F.A.R.M.S.,
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Brent Lee Metcalfe, "The Priority of Mosiah: A
Prelude to Book of Mormon Exegesis." Pp. 395-444.

A More Perfect Priority?
Reviewed by Mauhew Roper
In his recent essay, "The Priority of Mosiah: A Prelude to
Book of Mormon Exegesis," Brent Lee Metcalfe examines his·
torical and textual evidence relating to the dictation sequence of
the Book of Mormon and its bearing upon its authorship.
However, Metcalfe's chief interest is not so much to establish
the priority of the book of Mosiah in the translation sequence of
the Book of Mormon , a theory which few writers doubt today,
but to show that the Book of Mormon narrative displays certain
anomalies which can best be explained by viewing Joseph Smith
not as translator of an ancient scriptural text, but as a modern
author of a fictional nineteenth·century narrative. Thus Metcalfe
is arguing not so much for the priority of Mosiah in the dictation
sequence, but for a priority of naturalistic assumptions in
approaching the Book of Mormon led. Since Royal Skousen
has already addressed issues relating to the original and printer's
manuscripts to the Book of Mormon discussed by Metcalfe in
the first part of his essay,l I will limit my discussion here to the
purported anomalies in the Book of Mormon narrative, which
Metcalfe claims support his naturalistic paradigm of the transla·
tion sequence.

Knowledge of Christ's Birth
Metcalfe argues that the Nephite prophets in the first transla·
tion sequence (Mosiah-3 Nephi 10) are ignorant of the earlier
prophecies of Lehi and other prophets regarding the date of
Christ's birth. "Alma, Benjamin, and their audiences did not
know what Lehi, Nephi, an angel, anonymous Old World
prophets, and their sacred literature had known with certainty:
that Jesus would be born 600 years after the Lehites departed for
See the review by Royal Skousen , in this volume, pages 122--46.
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the Americas" (p. 416). Aside from the fact that this is largely an
argument from silence, there are several reasons why I find this
argument unpersuasive.
Metcalfe cites a passage from King Benjamin's speech:
" 'The time cometh. and is not far distant ... [that the Lord]
shall come down from heaven ... and shall dwell in a tabernacle of clay' (Mosiah 3:5)." Metcalfe finds this comment
"surprising since the scriptures Benjamin possessed presumably
told him this would not occur for over 120 years" (p. 416). He
assumes that if Benjamin had prophetic knowledge of the time of
Christ's birth he should have mentioned this fact in his speech.
But why should he? We have only five chapters of Benjamin's
words, anyway. This is a very poor samp le from which to
determine the ex tent of Benjamin's scriptural knowledge.
Metcalfe conti nues. "Alma speaks of Jesus' advent in similar
terms: 'the kingdom of heaven is soon at hand ' (Alma 5:28, 50;
[a. 83 B.C.]): ' Ihe lime is nol far distant' (7:7); ' nol many days
hence' (9:26; [a. 82 B.C.]); and 'the day of salvation draweth
nigh ' (13:21) ... . Mormon also shares this ambiguity, describing Alma's contemporaries as '[ h]olding forth things which
must short ly come' ( 16: 19 [speaking of a period a. 78 B.C.])"
(p. 416 n.25). While Metcalfe argues that these terms are inappropriate for the periods in question, each of them seems perfectly reasonable given the context in which they appear in the
Book of Mormon narrative. Eighty-three years, 78 years and
even 124 years arc a relatively short period of time from the perspective of prophecy. For example, in the New Testament,
Jesus tells John , "Behold, I come quickly" (Revelation 22: 12),
and the Revelator introduces hi s vision with the statement that it
contains things "whi ch must short ly co me to pass" (Revel ation
I; I); "which must be hereafter" (Revelation 4: 1), whose "time is
at hand" (Revelation I :3). Similar passages in the Book of
Mormon are equally ambiguous and simply do not req uire the
narrow interpretation upon which Metcalfe seems to insist. How
soon is "soon" ? How di stant is "not far distant" from the perspective of prophecy? Book of Mormon prophets use the word
"soon" in a variety of ways. "Sooo" can mean "days" (Alma
57:8), or about three years (Mosiah I :9), but it can also be used
to denote longer periods of timc (Jacob 5:29, 37, 71). Alma
considers an eschatolog ica l day of judgment to be "soon at
hand" (A lma 5:28). Likew ise, Zenos prophesies allegorically
that "the time lof judgmcntJ draweth near" (Jacob 5:29), "the
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end draweth nigh" (Jacob 5:47, 62), "nigh at hand" (Jacob
5:71), and "the season speedily cometh" (Jacob 5:71). There is
also some ambiguity in the terms time and day in the Book of
Monnon text. For instance, Alma prophesies to his son Helaman
concerni ng the future destruction of the Nephites, saying, "And
when that great day cometh, behold the time very soon cometh"
(Alma 45: 13). Obviously, Alma's prophetic "day" does not have
to refer to a regular day of twenty-four hours. but can also refer
to a longer, more ambiguous lime period.

The Time of Christ's Coming
Metcalfe argues that Alma appears ignorant of the 600-year
prophecy since he hopes that the Lord's coming might be in his
day and says regarding that event, "we know not how soon"
(Alma 13:25).2 But Alma is not speaking of Jesus' birth-of
which he already knows-but of Jesus' coming among the
Nephites in their own land. In fact, Alma says nothing about
Christ's birth in this passage. but speaks of the Lord's "coming
in his glory." An interesting phrase. On the small plates, Nephi
had foretold that, at some unspecified time "after Christ shall
have risen from the dead," he wou ld show himself unto the
Nephites, "and the words which he shall speak unto you shall be
the law which ye shall do" (2 Nephi 26: I). Contrary to Metcalfe,
Alma 13 is consistent with Nephi's earlier prophecy on the small
plates. Alma states that angels had already begun the work of

2
Perhaps Metcalfe (and others) lake the 600-year prophecy wilh
more precision than it may have been intended 10 convey. The statements of
Lehi (I Nephi 10:4) and Nephi (I Nephi 19:8; 2 Nephi 25: 19) might well
mean precisely 600 years. However, a century is a good round number. 1 can
intelligibly say that Heber J. Grant, died "a century" after Joseph Smith,
even though the relevan t dates are more precisely 1844 and 1945. And I
probably have somewhat more leeway than that. especially when we are
talking about six centuries. Did the prophecy mean exactly 600 years? How
about 599? 60S? Or even 590? 550? Alma2 was probably fair ly young
between 100 and 92 B.C. If he cou ld have li ved until, say, 32 B.C., he
would be well within the range of reasonable interpretation for six centuries.
But he would also be quite old . This might explain his somewhat wistful
hope thaI Christ might come-though probably not in his own time. I
would like to thank Daniel Peterson for sharing this observation. As I
explain beloW , however, the scriptures cited by Metcalfe refer not to
Christ's birth, but rather to the time of his coming among the Nephiles in
the New World follow ing his resurrection.
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preparing the Nephites to receive Christ's teachings at the anticipated time of his visit among them.
For behold, angels are declaring it unto many at this
time in our land; and this is for the purpose of preparing
the hearts of the children of men to receive his word at
the time of his coming in his glory [that is, among the
Nephitesl. And now we only wait to hear the joyful
news declared unto us by the mouth of angels, of his
coming [that is, among the Nephites ill their own landl;
for Ihe time cometh, we know not how soon. Would to
God that it might be in my day; but let it be sooner or
later, in it I will rejoice. (Alma 13:24-25)
The prophecies on the small plates of Nephi would have told of
the date of Christ's birth, but would not have told the dale of his
death or exactly how long after the resurrection Christ would
appear 10 the Nephites. It is clearly that great day which Alma
longs to see. He and others were preparing the hearts of the
people of their land to receive Christ'S word when he came
among them, just as Nephi promised they would need to do.
Christ would come among them, Alma says, "that the words of
our fathers may be fulfilled, according to that which they have
spoken concerning him, which was according to the spirit of
prophecy which was in them" (Alma 13:24; cf. Alma 5:50-52).
Obviously Alma is familiar with the prophecies which speak of
his coming among the Nephites. Alma taught his son Corianton,
somewhere around 73 s.c., that they were "called to declare
these glad tidings unto this people, to prepare their minds
.. .that they might prepare the minds of their children to hear
the word at the time of his coming" among them (Alma 39: 16).
Alma wants to prepare the people in his land, so that they will
prepare their children for Christ's coming among them. So Alma
appears to know that Christ will not come in his lifetime, but in
the lifetime of at least some of the rising generation, information
which, it is reasonable to assume, he learned from the records in
his possession. So when Mormon states a few years earlier,
"And many of the people did inquire concerning the place where
the Son of God should come; and they were taught [why not by
Alma who would already have known from the scriptures in his
possession?] that he would appear unto them after his resurrection; and this the people did hear with joy and gladness" (Alma
16:20). Thus. it seems likely that this was not a new revelation,
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as Metcalfe asserts, but that the new converts learned this infor-

mation from Alma, who was the keeper of the records on the
small plates.
But Metcalfe does raise a significant point: Why would
Benjamin and Alma not speak more specifically of the date of
Christ's birth and Lehi's 600-year prophecy in their public discourses in the land of Zarahemla? The most likely explanation
may be that this information was considered a mystery. reserved
for the faithful) Nephile prophets often concealed certain scriptural information from the pub li c at various times in their history, for diverse reasons (Alma 37:27-29; 45:9; 3 Nephi 28:25;
Ether 4:1). I would suggest that Samuel's prophecy was considered significant and unique because it was the first public disclosure of the date of Christ's birth among the people ofZarahemla
and not because the information was new. The largely negative
reaction of the people (Helaman 16:6~23; 3 Nephi 1:4-10) is
reason enough for the prophets to have concealed the information so long.

Christ's Name
Metcalfe claims that "originally the revelation of 'Christ' to
Jacob [in 2 Nephi 10:31 was redundant, since 'Jesus Christ had
already been revealed to Nephi [I Nephi 12; 18]" (p. 430). Yet,
contrary to MetcaJfe, Jacob never claimed that his information on
Christ's name was unique, merely that an angel had reaffirmed
that this was his name. Nephi, who inserted these teachings into
his record on the small plates, explained that he quoted from his
brother Jacob's writings not because they were unique but
because they offered another witness that his own teachings and
revelations were true. Thus, Nephi says. "And my brother.
Jacob, also has seen him [Christ]; wherefore I will send their
[Jacob and Isaiah's} words forth unto my children to prove unto
3
In his discourse to the people of Ammonihah. Alma explains to
Zeezrom. "It is given unto many to know the mysteries of the kingdom of
God; nevertheless Ihey are laid under a strict command that they shall nOI
impart only according to the heed and diligence which they give unto him.
And therefore, he that will harden his heart, the same receiveth the lesser
portion of the word; and he that will not harden his heart to him is given the
greater portion of the word, until it is given unto him to know the mysteries of God until he know them in full. And they that will harden their
heans, to them is given the lesser portion of the word unti l they know nothing concerning his mysteries" (Alma 12:9-11).
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them that my words are true" (2 Nephi II :3). Likewise it would
be incorrect to say that King Benjamin's discourse "was to dis-

close the Messiah's 'name' for the first time" (p. 430 n. 44).
Benj amin makes no claim that the name "Christ" is new; he only
states that because of the people's faithfulness and diligence he
would confer that name upon the m as a people-which is
something quite different.

Baptism in the Book of Mormon
Metcalfe argues that Book of Mormon teachings o n baptism
evolve along the lines one wo uld expect in his natural istic model
(p. 418-22). He reasons that Jesus' appearance in 3 Nephi II
introduces a "C hri stocentri c" baptism into the translation
sequence, while previous baptisms in Mosiah-3 Nephi 10 were
merely done "u nto repentance" (p. 419).4 But Metcalfe's distinction between two kinds of baptism is more contrived than
real. First, he has only focused on two e lements of baptism,
while ignoring other ele ments that are clearly consistent
throughout the translation sequence, artificially exaggerating the
su pposed distinction. Second, and more importantly, baptisms
throughout the Book of Mormon are consistently associated with
both repentance and faith in Christ's redemption. Metcalfe's
dogmatic insistence on two dist inct baptisms, one penitent and
another Christocentric, is implausible fro m a textual standpoint
si nce early references to baptism in the Book of Mormon are no
less penitent than later rcferenccs.5 In fact, the only reason people repent and are baptized in the Book of Mormon is because
they believe that Christ will redeem them.
Metcalfe also reasons that bapti sms done after the first
sequence (from 3 Nephi II-Words of Mormon) are performed
in Chr ist's name-"an idea virtuall y absent from Mosiah
4
Metcalfe's comparison of the bapti sm of John the Baptist with
that of Alma is superficial since among the Nephites the Holy Ghost was
given (Mosiah 18: 10).
5
References to being baptized unto repentance occur in the early
revelat ions as well (O&C 35:5; 107:20). Melcalfe's theory would have
Joseph waffling from penitent bapt ism (Mosiah 1-3 Nephi 10) to
Christocentric bapt ism (3 Nephi II-Words of Mormon) back to penitent
baptism in the Doctrine and Covenants. One can argue that Joseph eventually decided upon a combination between the two. but it is much easier to
believe that baptism was always understood to be both penitent and centered
on Christ.
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through 3 Nephi 10" (p. 419). Yet this is incorrect, since Alma
stales that he "baptized" those who believed in Christ "in the
name of the Lord" (Mosiah 18: 10). This is a significant point
since later baptisms in the land of Zarahemla are said to be done
after the manner of Alma's baptism at the waters of Mormon
(Mosiah 25: 18). Metcalfe, aware of the difficulty that this passage poses for his argument, simply passes over it, noting only
that " Alma's lise of the phrase is misplaced since hi s subsequent

baptisms are performed in no one's name" (p. 420). In other
words, Metcalfe assumes that baptism in the Lord's "name" can
only refer to the words spoken in a baptismal prayer. But this
assumption is unjust ified since the text uses this phrase to refer
to baptism done by Christ's authority and not to the words of a
prayer. For example, in 3 Nephi, when Christ gave Nephi and
others power to baptize in his name (3 Nephi II :2 1-22), he
revealed the actual words to be used by the administrator of baptism among the Nephitcs: "And now these are the words which
ye shall say, calling them by name, saying: Having authority
given me of Jesus Christ, I baptize you in the name of the Father
and of Ihe Son and of the Holy Ghost" (3 Nephi II :25). Jesus
then repeated the command that the people must repent and "be
baptized in my name," referring specifically to the instructions
that he has just given (3 Nephi 11 :37). So, apparently, Book of
Mormon references to baptism " in the name of' the Lord do not
refer to words of a baptismal prayer, but to the fact that baptism
is performed by Christ's authority.6
Thus, when Alma speaks of baptism " in the name of the
Lord" (Mosiah 18: 10), believers, contrary to Metcalfe, really are
baptized in Christ's name since they believe in Christ's redemption and since Alma has authority from God to baptize (Mosiah
18:17; Alma 5:3). In fact, Alma's group was called the "church
of Christ" for the very reason that they were "baptized by the
6
The early revelations likewise specify the words said during baptism (D&C 20:73), yet they continue to speak of being baptized in the
Lord's name (D&C 20:25; 18:22,41; 49:1, 13; 76:51; 84:74), as does the
book of Moses (compare Moses 6:52; 7: II ; 8:24). Metcalfe incorrectly
attributes 2 Nephi 3 1:21 to the words of a baptismal prayer, when it in fact
says no such thing. Nephi, like Jesus, merely speaks of his source of
authority for the doctrine. While Moses 6:52 indicates that baptism was
done "in the name of the Father and of Ihe Son and of the Holy Ghost" in
Enoch's day, there is nothing in the standard works which claims that all
baptisms before the time of ChriSI or under the Law of Moses had to be so
administered .
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power and authority of God" (Mosiah 18: 17). Those who were
baptized "in the name of the Lord" also became members of the
"church of Christ" (Mosiah 18: 16-17; 25: 18), and "whosoever
were desirous to take upon them the name of Christ, or of God,
they did join the churches of God" (Mosiah 25:23), A little later,
Christ confinns this principle when he tells Alma,
Blessed art thou, Alma, and blessed are they who
were baptized in the waters of Mormon, . . . Yea,
blessed is this people who are willing to bear my name;
for in my name shall they be called; and they are mine ..
. . For behold. this is my church; whosoever is baptized
shall be baptized unto repentance. And whomsoever ye
receive [unto baptism] shall believe in my name; and him
will I freely forgive. For it is I that taketh upon me the
sins of the world; for it is I that hath created them; and it
is I that granteth unto him that believeth unto the end a
place at my right hand. (Mosiah 26: 15,18,22-23)
Those to be baptized are taught about Christ's redemption
(Mosiah 18:7), they believe in Christ (Mosiah 18:7), they repent
because of Christ (Mosiah 18: 1-2, 7), they are baptized in his
name (Mosiah 18: 10), they covenant to serve God or keep his
commandments, and are thereafter members of his Church
(Mosiah 18:8. 17). How could the Christocentric nature and
focus of baptism in Mosiah 1-3 Nephi 10 be more explicit?
Churches and Denominations
Metcalfe next claims that the usage of the tenn church develops along the lines of his naturalistic model.
The first reference to "church" in Mormon's abridgement occurs in conjunction with Alma's baptizing
(Mosiah 18:17; cf. Mosiah 23:16; 29:47; 3 Nephi 5:12).
From here through the beginning of 3 Nephi, the terms
"church" and "churches" refer to the single religion of
God and its local congregations. When the glorified
Jesus appears, he preaches a developed
antidenominationalism and clarifies the relationship
between true Christianity and infidel imitations (3 Nephi
27:2). After Christ's sermon the terms "church" and
"churches" describe non-Christian or apostate
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denominations as well as Christian denominations. The
application of the terms to either Christian or apostate
churches not only predominates in tbe sections written
after Christ's coming but also in the replacement text in 1
Nephi and 2 Nephi (p. 422).
I believe that Metcalfe's argument here is based upon a superficial reading of the Book of Mormon text, which suggests. in
fact, that the character of religious entities is far more complex.

The Book of Mormon alludes to numerous elements
throughout the translation sequence which were obviously religious in nature. Idolatry was considered a serious threat to
Nephite faith throughout Book of Mormon history. Jacob warns
against it (2 Nephi 9:37), Enos mentions it in passing (Enos
1:20), and it continued to be a threat to the spirituality of the
Church during the time of the judges (Alma 1:32; 31:1; 50:21;
Helaman 6:31) and even after the time of Christ (Mormon 4:14,
21). During the reign of Mosiah2 , we are told that "there were
many of the rising generation that could nOl understand the
words of King Benjamin ... and they did not believe in the
tradition of their fathers." This group rejected the doctrine of
resurrection and did not believe in the coming of Christ. "And
they would not be baptized, neither would they join the Church.
And they were a separate people as 10 their faith" (Mosiah 26: 14). Alma2, who was numbered among these unbelievers,
"became a very wicked and idolatrous man. And he was a man
of many words, and did speak much flattery to the people; therefore he led many of the people to do after the manner of his
iniquities" (Mosiah 27:8). I would agree with John Sorenson
that these references describe "not just one personality but a distinct tradition of beliefs and rites."7 In addition to idolatry,
Mormon also describes certain unspecified practices which he
designates as sorcery (Alma I :32; Mormon L 19) and
"witchcrafts and magics" (Mormon I: 19), as well as what could
be interpreted as ritual prostitution (Alma 1:32; 39:3-5).8 Why
shouldn't such religious entities with their adherents be
described as a kind of "church"?
7
18.

John L. Sorenson, "The 'Mulekitcs: "BYU Studies 3013 (1990):

H
Hugh Nibley, "The Book of Mannon: Forty Years After," in The
Prophetic Book of Mormon, vol. 8 in The Collected Works oj Hugh Nibley
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1989),542.

METCALfE, THE PRIORrrYOF MOS1AH (ROPER)

371

Oddly, Metcalfe dismisses the case of the order of Nehors,
which is clearly described as a "church." However, that case
deserves closer attention than he has given it. During the first
year of Alma's reign, Nehor established "a church after the
manner of his preaching" (Alma I :6). When Alma speaks of the
"Holy Order of God" to the people of Ammonihah, he would
seem to be contrasting God's priesthood with that of the order of
Nehor. After the death of Nehor, his apostate rival "church"
continued to grow. The death of its founder "did not put an end
to the spreading of priestcraft throughout the land [not necessarily of a strictly Nehorian variety); for there were many who
loved the vain things of the world, and they went forth preaching false doctrines; and this for the sake of riches and honor.
... They pretended to preach according to their belief' (Alma
I: 16-17). Mormon contrasts the practices of these groups to
those of the Church of God: "And thus they [the members of
God's Church] did prosper and become far more wealthy than
those who did not belong to their church. For those who did not
belong to their church did indulge themselves in sorceries, and
in idolatry or idleness, and in babblings, and in envyings and
strife; wearing costly apparel; being lifted up in the pride of their
own eyes; persecuting, lying, thieving, robbing, committing
whoredoms, and murdering. and all manner of wickedness"
(Alma 1:31-32).
Like the Nehors, the Zoramites build their own synagogues
or placos of worship (Alma 31: 12-13; 32: 1-3,5,9,12; 33:2) and
they have their own priests and teachers (Alma 35:5). Yet they
are a distinct religious group from the Nehors. In contrast to the
Nehors the Zoramites teach a doctrine of election and a kind of
separatism (Alma 3 J: 15-18), while the Nehors teach a kind of
universal salvation (Alma 1:4; 21:6). The Zoramite leader
Zoram, according to Alma, "was leading the hearts of the people
to bow down to dumb idols" (Alma 31: I), which strongly suggests a set of rituals and ordinances which rivals the Nephites'
religious system, which they directly oppose. Since we already
know that the Nehors were organized into a church and since the
Zoramites display all the same external forms, why can't we
consider the Zoramite system, like that of the Nehors, to be a
kind of "church"?
The tension between counterreligious systems in Nephite
Book of Mormon culture is quite clearly shown in the account of
the Zoramite war in which the Nephites were forced to fight the
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Lamanites led by Nehorite Amalekites and Zoramites. Mormon
indicates that the Nephites understood the war to be a conflict
between religious systems as well as political ideologies. "The
design of the Nephites," according to Monnon. was to "preserve
their rights and their privileges, yea and also their liberty, that
they might worship God according to their desires" (Alma 43:9).
The Nephites were fighting, among other things, for "their rites
of worship and their church" (Alma 43 :45). When we remember
that most of the Lamanite captains were professing Nehors and

religious Zoramitcs. many of whom had apostatized from the
Nephite church, Moroni's speech to them is all the more pointed:
But now, ye behold that the Lord is with us; and ye
behold that he has delivered you into our hands . And
now I would that ye should understand that this is done
unto us because of our religion and our faith in Christ.
And now ye see that ye cannot destroy this our faith.
Now ye see that thi s is the true fa ith of God; yea, ye see
that God will support, and keep, and preserve us, so
long as we are faithful unto him, and unto our faith, and
our religion; and never will the Lord suffer that we shall
be destroyed except we should fall into transgress ion and
deny our faith. And now, Zerahemnah, I command you,
in the name of that all~powerful God, who has
strengthened our arms that we have gained power over
you, by our faith, and by our rites of worship, and by
our church , ... and by the maintenance of the sacred
word of God, to which we owe all our happiness ...
that ye deliver up your weapons of war. (Alma 44:3--6)
In this speech, Moroni seems to be contrasting the merits of
religious systems. Thus, although not explicitly designated as
such, the Zoramite religious system, with its adherents. could
also reasonably be understood as a "church."
In addition to the undercurrent of idolatry and sorcery among
the Nehors and the Zoramites, the text also speaks of Nephite
mi ssionaries preaching to those who had built " temple s,"
"sanctuaries," and "synagogues, which were built after the man~
ncr of the Jews" (Alma 16: 13), yet who were apparently not of
the Church of Christ. "And as many as would hear their words,
unto them they did impart the word of God" (Alma 16: 14).
Thus, when Jesus speaks of churches in the Nephite past which
had been "called in the name of a man" such as Nehor or Zoram,
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or in "Moses' name," he is not introducing some new
"antidenominationali sm" that "clarifies the relationship between
true Chris ti an ity and infidel imitations" (p, 422), as Metcalfe
claims. Hi storical parallels were a lready familiar to Nephite
memory, since there were non-Christian and apostate "churches"
long before the ministry of Christ.

From Three Witnesses to Many
Metcalfe argues that early scri ptures on the mission of the
three witnesses support his naturalistic "Mosian priority" theory
since they indicate, to him, an obvious development from three
witnesses who would see the plates (originally including Joseph
Smith), to three witnesses in add ition to Joseph Smith, to three
witnesses plus Joseph Smith and an additional "few," to finally
" many witnesses" (pp. 423-25). Metcalfe finds these passages
contradictory from the standpoint of the Book of Mormon, but
an understandable development if Joseph Smith is viewed as its
author.
Metcalfe implies that thi s would contradict the Prophet's
March 1829 revelation that onl y three, including Joseph Smith,
would see the plates: "yea & the testimony of three of my servants shall go forth with my word unto this Generation yea three
shall know of a surety that these things are true for I will give
them power that they may behold & view these thin gs as they
are & to none else will I grant this powe r among this generation," Metcalfe argues that the three witnesses in this revelation
refer to "only three people, implicitly including Smith, [who)
would see the plates" (p, 423), But this interpretation is unlikely
since Joseph Smith already knew "of a surety" that the Book of
Mormon was true, having already seen and handled the plates,
the interpreters, and other artifacts and having frequently conversed with heavenly messengers regard ing them. The future
tense makes clear that the unidentified three have yet to be chosen and given "power that they may behold & view these things
as they are." Thus, contrary to Metcalfe, the text of the 1829
revelation implicitly excludes Joseph Smith from the three future
witnesses since he already had received that testimony, while the
Lord's prom ise is yet future.
Metcalfe also argues that Book of Mormon sc riptures on the
witnesses contradict the 1829 revelation whic h states that "three
and none else" wou ld see the plates" (p. 424). But the revelation
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does not say that no others will see the plates, but that the Lord
would not grant others "this power": "I will give them power
that they may Behold & view these things as they are & to none
else will I grant this power among this generation" (emphasis
added). What power is that? Obviously, the Lord is not speaking
of merely seeing the plates, but of the fact that they will be
viewed and shown "by the power of God." This suggests
something unique. While there are other accounts of some early
Lattcr-day Saints who saw angels and even the plates in vision,9
no other men were granted the opportunity to send forth the testimony that the plates were shown "by the power of God" with
the Book of Mormon in this generation. This was the unique
privilege of Oliver Cowdery, Martin Harris, and David
Whitmer, whose testimonies appear in every copy of that book.
Moreover, the term these things is ambiguous enough to suggest
more than just the plates of the Book of Monnon. The revelation
previously speaks of the "things" which the Lord had entrusted
to Joseph' s care and "the things which have been spoken of,"
which could plausibly refer not only to the plates, but the other
Nephite artifacts as well . Thi s interpretation is supported by the
testimonies of the Three Witnesses themselves who were not
only shown the plates from which the Book of Mormon was
translated, but also the brass plates, the twenty-four plates of
Ether's record, the sword of Laban, and the Liahona. Just as the
Lord said, that testimony remains unprecedented in this dispensation.
Metcalfe also argues that Book of Mormon passages on the
witnesses seem to contradict each other. However, the examples
he cites can be easily reconciled. Apparent inconsistencies
between Ether 5:2-4 and 2 Nephi 27: 12- 14 also turn out to be
nonexistent upon a closer reading of the text. Metcalfe complains
that Moroni only alludes to Joseph Smith and three other witnesses (Ether 5:2-4), while Nephi alludes to Joseph Smith,
three witnesses, and many other witnesses (2 Nephi 27: 12-14).
However, Moroni makes a significant distinction between those
who are shown the plates by the Prophet ("ye may show the
plates"; Ether 5:2) and the three who are shown things "by the
power of God" (Ether 5:3-4). Moroni states, "And behold, ye
[Joseph Smith] may be privileged that ye may show the plates
9
See. for example. my "Comments on the Book of Mormon
Witnesses: A Response to Jerald and Sandra Tanner," Journal of Book of
Mormoll Studies 212 (Fall 1993): 165-72.

METCALFE, TilE PR10RrFr OF MOSIAH (ROPER)

375

unto those who shall ass ist to bring forth this work" (Ether 5:2).
These individuals are apparently distinct from the three who
would be shown the plates "by the power of God" (Ether 5:3).
Ne phi mentions that, in addition to the three who would be
show n the plates by the power of God, there would be an
unspecified number ("a few"; 2 Nephi 27: 13), who would also
be permitted to see the plates. Nephi 's "few" parallels Moroni 's
words concerni ng " those who shall assist to bring forth this
work." This would appear to fit the case of the Eight Witnesses
to the Book of Mormon and the other incidental witnesses who
saw or handled the plates. Moreover, Nephi does not state that
there would be "many witnesses" of the pl ates as Metcalfe
claims, but only "a s many witnesses as seemeth him good" (2
Nephi 2: 14; i. e., from among those few who ass ist to bring
forth the work; Ether 5:2). Since the revelation for section 5
does not prohibit others from seein g the plates and since Ether
5:2 and 2 Nephi 27:12-14 allow for additional witn esses as
well, the apparent inconsistency requiring Metcalfe's naturalistic
explanation is reso lved.
Malachi
Like other critics in the past, Metcalfe discusses si milarities
between several phrases used by Nephi and Malach i 4: 1-2.
Metcalfe states, "Curiously, the first book of the Book of
Mormon, I Nephi, attributes this passage from Malachi to an
unnamed prophet. .. Nephi's expl icit references to ' the
prophet's' in sight s from Malachi 4: I contradict Christ's assertion that he was delivering to Nephites previously in accessib le
writings" (p. 426). In my view, however, this conclusion is ill
founded. When Jesus speaks of other scriptures whieh they
previously did not have he could easily refer to the prophecies of
Samuel the Lamanite (3 Nephi 23:9- 12) and to other parts of
Mal achi 's prophecy such as the coming of the Lord's messenger
(3 Nephi 24: 1-5), an important discussion of tithes and offerings (3 Nephi 24:8~ 1 2), and the promise of Elijah's coming (3
Nephi 25 :5-6). Obviously Jesus was referring to these teachings
and not merely the phrases used by earlier prophets. Some ideas
found in Mal achi 4: 1-2 can also be found in other Old Testament
passages, such as the idea that the wicked would be devoured as
stubble: "Thy wrath which consumed them as stubble" (Exodus
15:7); "The fire devoureth the stubble, and the flame consumeth
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the chaff, so their root shall be as rottenness" (Isaiah 5:24); "Ye
shall conceive chaff, ye shall bring forth stubble: your breath, as
fire. shall devour you .... As thorns cut up shall they be
burned in the fire" (Isaiah 33: 11-12); "Behold they shall be as
stubb le; the fire shall burn them" (Isaiah 47: 14); "They shall be
devoured as stubble fully dry" (Nahum I: 10); "Like the noise of
a flame of fire that devoureth the stubble" (Joel 2:5); "And the
house of Jacob shall be a fire, and the house of Joseph a flame,
and the house of Esau for stubble, and they shall kindle in them,
and devour them; and there shall not be any remaining" (Obadiah
I : 18). Amos speaks of the wicked rulers in Zion who "eat the
lambs out of the flock, and the calves out of the midst of the
stall" (Amos 6:4), although the metaphor is used in a negative
sense. These passages clearly suggest that at least some of the
ideas and language found in Malachi 4: 1-2 were common
prophetic language long before Malachi's prophecies were
recorded.
The only passages in Malachi which bear any similarity to
Nephi's prophecy are Malachi 4: 1-2: "For, behold, the day
cometh, that shall burn as an oven; and all the proud, yea all that
do wickedly, shall be stubble: and the day that cometh shall bum
them up, saith the Lord of hosts. that it shall leave them neither
root nor branch. But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of
righteousness arise with healing in his wings; and ye shall go
forth, and grow up as calves in the stall" (Malachi 4: 1-2). In the
Book of Mormon Nephi quotes the brass plates. "For behold,
saith the prophet, ... the day soon cometh that all the proud and
they that do wickedly shall be as stubble; and the day cometh
that they must be burned" ( I Nephi 22: 15), "must be consumed
as stubble" (l Nephi 22:23); "Wherefore, all those who are
proud, and that do wickedly. the day that cometh shall burn
them up, saith the Lord of Hosts, for they shall be stubb le" (2
Nephi 26:4); "they shall be as stubble, and the day that cometh
shall consume (hem, sai(h (he Lord of HOSlS" (2 Nephi 26:6).
Nephi also speaks of the Only Begotten rising from the dead
"with healing in his wings" (2 Nephi 25: 13) and of the Nephites
being healed by the "Son of righteousness" (2 Nephi 26:9). Yet
in all of these passages there are some differences as well .
Critics of the Book of Mormon have assumed because there are
obv ious parallels between some of Nephi's words and those
found in Malachi 4: 1-2, that this part of the text was simply borrowed from Malachi. But even from the standpoint of textual
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criticism similarity---even close similarity-between two texts
does not necessarily mean that one is directly dependent upon
the other. For example, scholars have long been aware of the
close similarity between Isaiah 2: 1-3 and Micah 4: 1---4. which
are much longer and far closer to each other than Nephi is to
Malachi 4: 1-2. Neither Isaiah nor Micah explain where the saying comes from. W. Eugene March notes, "There is much
debate about the historical selling of this famous passage and its
almost identical parallel in Isaiah 2:2-4. The slight differences
between the two suggest that neither is related directly to the
other; both are dependent on some other tradition."JO According
to James Luther Mays, "the question about the source and date
of the original saying continues to be a matter of dispute. Some
attribute it to Isaiah ben Amoz. some to Micah; others conclude
that the saying is an independent oracle which has been incorporated in both books in the process of their formation. The last
opinion seems to be the one that is most probably correct."11 A
growing number of writers in fact believe that the passage was ..
'common property' without copyright, used by different authors" and recognize the very real possibility that both Isaiah and
Micah "could have taken it from an earlier anonymous
author."12
This is very instructive. In the case of Isaiah and Micah,
neither text suggests a source for the prophecy in question,
while the Book of Mormon text clearly indicates that Nephi is
utilizing the records on the brass plates (1 Nephi 19:22-23;
22:30). If biblical scholars can argue, on the basis of subtle differences in the two passages, that both Isaiah and Micah are
dependent upon an older oracle, why is it unreasonable from the
standpoint of the Book of Mormon text to suggest that both
Nephi and Malachi are partially dependent upon older texts,
some of which were on the brass plates?
In summary, Metcalfe, in my view, has failed to demonstrate
the need for a naturalistic priority. Each of the supposed anomalies seems to be based upon either a superficial reading of the
text or questionable assumptions and can, for the most part, be
10 W. Eugene March, "Micah," in James L. Mays, ed .• Harper's
Bible Commentary (San Francisco: Harper and Row. 1988),733.
11 James L.Mays. Micah: A Commentary (Philadelphia:
Westminster. 1976).95.
12 Juan Alfaro. justice and Loyalty: A Commentary on the Book of
Micah (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989).47.
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reconciled within the context of the Book of Mormon 's own
claims.

Mark D. Thomas, "A Rhetorical Approach to the
Book of Mormon: Rediscovering Nephite Sacramental
Language," Pp. 53-80.
Reviewed by Richard Lloyd Anderson 1

The Modern-Text Theory
Mark Thomas defines his "rhetorical approach" as interpreting the Nephite sacramental service "in the historical and literary
context in which it emerged" (p. 53). This continues his thesis in
other major articles: we will understand the real Book of
Mormon by relating its phrases and doctrines to the theological
language swirling about young Joseph Smith. This does not
mean, we are told, that the Prophet necessarily fabricated the
book from his contemporary culture. Thomas admits his article
will lead "some readers" to this conclusion, but others may see
inspired "ancient authors andlor Joseph Smith" writing for
Jacksonian America, or just "common concern" between
Nephites and New Yorkers (p. 77). Yet the last option is hollow
in the light of the impact of Thomas on his readers. No ancient
"concern" is taken seriously-there is a nineteenth-century
problem lurking behind all Nephite sacrament phrases.
The article belongs to a new genre committed to "setting
aside historical claims in order to focus on interpretation"
(p. 53). My reaction is that writers on religious history have a
higher duty of disclosure than lawyers and doctors. One of the
canons of the religious historian is not to sidestep issues brought
up by his topic. If he cannot share reasonable conclusions. he
should select another topic. So the actual stance of Thomas in
the article is unimpressive. He intends to deal with a Book of
Mormon prepared for "the original 1830 audience" (p. 53). In
other words. let's just assume that somehow the Book of
Mormon was crafted for post-Federalist readers in the United
States, and see how that works. After that, why does Thomas
repeatedly go out of his way to negate Nephite sacramental concepts as applying to (he ancient world? History can be pushed
out the door but will come back some other way. The "rhetorical
My deep gratitude to capable editor Shirley Smith Ricks and Brenda
for critical aid in moving my copy from raw drafts to a readable
revIew.
Mi~es
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approach" is about a few phrases found in Nephitc sacramental

language that also appear in religious writing or ceremony in
Joseph Smith's time period. But it nervously drops back to
refute ancient evidence when challenged on its premise of a
modem mold for Nephite ceremony. The reader is sure of the
author's conclusions on supposed nineteenth century meanings
in Nephite sacramental language. but confused on why they may

be valid. We should accept them because of the author's
assumption that the 1830 audience is intended by whoever wrote
the Book of Mormon, or because of religious issues of (he 1830
environment, or because he wanders off into ancient Christian
history, or just because of his philosophical views of what part
of Nephitc sacramental language is of "enduring importance"
(p. 76).
The reader soon gets the impression that authors who write
this way don't much believe in historical Nephites hiding up
ancient plates. Yet Thomas normally avoids that issue. This style
is of course shared by others in the present compilation or prior
ones, and is an unfortunate move away from "truth in advertising." Readers need to know whether an author is motivated to
look carefully for evidence of antiquity in the Book of Mormon.
Major articles by Thomas clarify his ongoing project of explaining the Book of Mormon as significant not as a pre-Columbian
record but as a period piece from the Joseph Smith era that will
be valuable if reinterpreted for the generation moving into the
twenty-first century. The symbolic advantage of the Nephite epic
transcends its historical limitations: "It addresses, albeit in
provincial nineteenth century tenns, the issues fundamental to all
modern religious Iife."2 Those justifying a Nephite civilization in
time and space belong to the "apologetic past," and Thomas
contributes to a contemporary "Book of Mormon schOlarship
[that] can mold a purer faith and a nobler Monnonism. "3 So the
subtitle of this newest article is a soothing misstatement.
"Rediscovering Ncphite Sacramental Language," as applied in
this contribution, means finding what is religiously useful in the
consecration prayers, which are really based on the "disagreements, language, and forms of Joseph Smith's day" (p. 55).

2

Mark D. Thomas. "Revival Language in Ihe Book of Mormon,"

SunSlone 8 (May-June 1983): 24.

3 Mark D. Thomas, "Scholarship and the Book of Mormon," in Dan
Vogel, ed., The Word a/God (SaIl Lake City: Signature Books, 1990),76.
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After all, the prologue argues, the Nephite record says it
speaks to a future audience. But here Thomas exaggerates the
Book of Mormon conception of latter-day language. For
instance, his interpretation of Moroni's title page is misleading:
"an ancient document addressing a modern audience" (p. 53).
But that sentence leaves an impact of one audience, when the
Title Page equally stresses the events and "covenants" as bracketed between pre-Christian migrations and hiding up the chronicle some five centuries after Christ. In terms of literary analysis,
the great majority of speeches and letters are given to ancient
listeners and readers, and afterward gathered for modern use.
The Lord's sacramental teachings in America, including the
Neph ite consecration prayers, are first addressed to ancient
groups. Not only is all this basic Book of Mormon, but many
recent studies have successfully mined this material for ancient
rhetorical patterns and Semitic situations. Of course Thomas
well knows that Book of Mormon prophets speak to future generations out of a historical matrix and quote records of the biblical age. So his cloudy explanations of modern relevance often
amount to supposed Freudian slips, where the real Book of
Mormon author gives away his intent to compose a modern
book with an ancient ring.
These Thomas slants of the purpose of the Book of Mormon
are the first caution signs posted before the rhetorical curves in
the article. The more responsible part of the Thomas study is the
last half, surveying liturgical history and interpretations from
continental reformations to American revivals. Yet this will be
irrelevant to Nephite sacramental language, unless one accepts
the weak "real audience" premise.
Thomas moralizes about reading texts correctly, but after
shrinking dozens of Book of Mormon audiences into one, he
starts the sacramental study by manipulating a verse in Christ's
American sermon on the sacrament: "And I give you these commandments because of the disputations which have been among
you" (3 Nephi 18:34). Whoever wrote this, he explains, discloses an inten t to speak to a broader public than the ancient
multitude:
Christ could not be speaking about Nephi te disagreements, since Ncphites are being introduced to the
sacrament for the first time. The voice of Christ may be
addressing Neph ites, but the text is anticipating disputations among its nineteenth-century audience. (p. 55)
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What is wrong with the Thomas article is capsulated here.
Such academic doubletalk blocks out the obvious continuity in
Mormon's historical selection. Christ gave the first sacrament,
added directions on worthiness, and then observed that "these
commandments" came because of undefined "disputations" in
the past (3 Nephi 18:34). Earlier, thi s first visit opened with
commands on baptism, followed by generalizing instructions:
"neither shall there be disputations among you concerning the
points of my doctrine, as there have hitherto been" (3 Nephi
11 :28). And this high point in the Savior's ministry broadens the
subject-Satan is the true "father of contention ... but this is
my doctrine, that such things should be done away" (3 Nephi
11 :29-30). So Christ's chiding on prior disputes in the sacrament setting picks up this earlier theme of contentiousness. Hi s
pattern is settling issues on baptism and later on the sacrament,
and in each case warning that the wrong attitude will bring doctrinal conflict even after divine direction. Afler the sacrament
discourse he does not say there had been sac rament problems.
But he bluntly warns the Nephites of their talent for dispute.
though the immediate context has a twist beyond doctrine-he
had just advised them to be personally conciliatory to the rebellious (3 Nephi 18:30--34).

Deceptive Parallels
Though Thomas mainly lines up Protestant parallels with the
Nephite blessings. he adds that the Book of Mormon settles several procedural problems of sacrament worship "among
Christians in the nineteenth century" (p. 74). These problems
included the frequency of taking communion, and who might eat
and drink. Yet these are not unique iss ue s in Joseph Smith's
time . Frequency and worthiness are debated back to early
Christianity, and ancient American worship would obviously
demand decisions on these points. Another procedural issue is
posture in partaking-officiators "did kneel down with the
c hurch" (Moroni 4:2), which Thomas changes to a prescriptive
"shall kneel" (p. 75), evidently from Doctrine and Covenants
20:77. The wording of the "Rhetorical Approach" suggests a literary device of having a fictional Moroni borrow from Paul,
who quotes the Lord on remembering him "as oft as ye drink"
the cup (l Corinthians 11 :25). Noting the weekly communion
issue in 1829. Thomas adds "Similarly the Book of Mormon
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rephrases 1 Corinthians II :25 in such a way as to advocate frequent communion: 'and they did meet together oft to partake of
bread and wine, in remembrance of the Lord Jesus' (Moro.
6:6)" (p. 75). This language asserts that Moroni is a front for an
1829 translator with a particular meaning for Paul. But since
Paul quotes Chri st, frequent sac rament meetings may be his
commandment to Palestine apostles, one very likely given to the
Nephites, since Christ commanded them to meet "oft" (3 Nephi
18:22) and set their pattern with a sacrament worship each time
he appeared (3 Nephi 26: 13).
To repeat thi s subissue: frequency and restriction of communion, as well as the kneeling posture, are parallels in sacramental practices that are unspecific to any time period. Mu st
Book of Mormon immersion have nineteenth-century significance, when comments on the mode of baptism are equally at
home in Christian hi story of the second or sixteenth centuries?
But the core of the Thomas thesis is verbal. " Rediscovering
Nephite Sacramental Language" roughly asserts that the Book of
Mormon Christ and Moroni are repeating post-Reformation
sacramental phrases. I have written at some length that the
Nephite prayer elements correl ate with Christ's sacrament
instruction in the New Testament, some of which is normally
ignored by Bible authorities. 4 After misreading this fairly simple
thesis, Thomas entombs me in a wasted footnote about bad
methodology (pp. 62-63). So part of this review will clarify the
positive evidence for the ancient origin of the Book of Mormon
prayer themes. The question now is how we discover the upper
room teac hing of Jesus in establishing the sacrament.
Though Thomas starts with the claim of only "interpreting
thi s sacred narrati ve" (p. 53), he is at the same time creating a
caSe for a nineteenth-century Book of Mormon. But his procedure is uncontrolled hi storically, consisting of random phrases
and issues and the unstated assumption that Book of Mormon
author/authors had aCCeSS to all this free-floating data. Thomas
quotes conceptual and verbal parallels in a time span from 1829
to the Refonnation, coming from any location in the northeastern
4
Richard Lloyd Anderson, "Reli gious Validity: The Sacrament
Covenant in Third Nephi," in John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks,
eds., By Study and Also by Faith: Essays in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley, 2
vots. (Sal t Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),2:1 - 5 1. A
condensed version of this appeared as "The Restoration of the Sacrament,"
Enl'ign (January t992): 40--46, and (February 1992): 11 -17.
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states, and coming from any faith: Anglican, Baptist, Campbellite, Congregational, Methodist, Presbyterian, etc. The parallel may be loose ly related theology, and in a few cases similar
phraseology. But there is a major statistical fallacy: the bigger
the range across time, space, beliefs, and cultures. the more
parallels to be found. Given all of Western Civilization from the
Renaissance, it is likely that most things in most books can be
matched in earlier concept<;, wiTh many verbal similarities. After

all, the ideas of antiquity were reworked in translation and
plowed back into early modern literature and religious debates.
If much of the modern might also be ancient, environmental
Book of Mormon similarities by themselves mean little. But
ancient sources are more contracted, with a smalle r pool of
ideas. As Hugh Nibley has often said in classes, when the Book
of Mormon hits the bull's~eye there, it is a far more difficult tar~
get.

Shrinking Gospels
Matching Christ's American sacrament teachings to hi s
sacrament explanations in the New Testament is a confined
comparison. In critiquing my work here , Thomas relies on
scholars who are skeptical of the Bible text on the sacrament
teachings of Jesus (p. 61). In following them, Thomas becomes
as tentative about a hi storical Bible as he is about the historical
Book of Mormon. So there are two definitions of sources on
Jesus . Nephite prayers are patterned on Christ's Book of
Mormon sacrament teachings. They fit our Bible as written, but
not current reconstructions of the sayings of Jesus by individual
istic scholars. In the following discussion my evidence for the
words of Christ will be biblical unless Thomas has raised significant issues from ante-Nicene Christian writings. Christ's words
in the Gospels (and I Corinthians 11) will be taken as primary, a
judgment scorned by many New Testament scho lars, but in my
view historical consistency demands no less. Firs1 century historians such as Tacitus and Josephus are generally accepted as
reliable on their times. with some episodes challenged because
of the remoteness of their information. Since every historian has
bias, this factor does nol invalidate events in Josephu s or
Tacitus, but tempers some of their viewpoints. These are the
source methods of scholars dealing with secular ancient history.
But methods used by current New Testament theorists are
4

4
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grounded on literary assumptions, not hard manuscript hi story .
Such subject ivism applied to secular hi story of the first century
would delete many responsibly reported events.
In the view of contemporary revi sionists, the Gospels were
written after several Christian generations developed religious
mytbs changing an unaccredited Galilean rabbi into a s upematu ~
ral Cbrist. Thus Krister Stendahl found the miraculous Cbrist of
tbe Book of Mormon too good to be true, but the scholar's real
problem was being a "minimali st" with reservations about the
divine Christ in lohn' s GospeLS Paul's letters are authentic
ancient documents, including I Corinthians with a firm date in
the late fifties. Preceding the known writing of any Gospel, I
Corinthians reports Christ's institution of the sacrament and
identifies many who were eyewitnesses of the res urrection.
Once this early leiter is historically accepted, an evolution of the
divine Christ before that time is too compressed to make sense.
Paul li sts Peter and many otber resurrection witnesses still alive
less than thirty years after the event (I Corinthians 15:3-7).
Evidence for the intervening continuity is strong, including
Paul's two weeks with Peter about five years after the resurrection (Galatians I: 15-18). Paul perso nally knew the Christian
story early and never hints it was modified, besides reporting his
own vision of Christ a few years after the crucifixion.
Luke wrote his Gospel after talking to the "eyewitnesses" of
Christ'S teachings, miracles, and resurrected appearances (Luke
I: 1-4). Though far fro m complete, the New Testament is a body
of integrated, authenticated records from tbose who walked with
Jesus or gained knowledge from those who walked with him.
Anotber view has gradually dominated New Testament publica~
tion , working out an a ftcr ~ th e~ fact development of the divine,
and Tbomas relies on thi s school (pp. 61, 62 n. 5). But capab le
conservatives are ignored, one of whom comments:
A ... problem with radica l form criticism is its
fai lure to come to grips with the presence of eyewit~
nesses, some of them hosti le, who were in a position to
contest any wholesale creation of gospel incidents and
sayi ngs. As McNie le puts it, "Form-c riti cs write as
5 Krister Stendahl, ''The Sermon on the Mount and Third Nephi," in
Truman G. Madsen, ed., Reflections on Mormonism: ludaeo-Chrisrian
Parallels (Provo, UT: Relig ious St udies Center, Bri gham Young University, 1978), 150-53.
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though the original eye-witnesses were all caught up to
heaven at the Ascension and the Christian Church was
put to live on a desert island."6
On the other hand, Thomas expresses a good deal of faith in
the system of assuming evolution of retold stories (form criticism), which a later church projected back on its foundation literature (redaction criticism), replacing the man Jesus with an
artificially enhanced Christ. A divinely established sacrament
memorial is not recoverable on these assumptions.
For me, parts of the establishment of the sacrament are documented in each of the four Gospels and in Paul's historical retrospect in 1 Corinthians 11. But for Thomas it isn't this easy:
"Determining a historical core requires sorting through the
accounts of the Lord's Supper in the New Testament" (p. 61).
In this thinking, each Last Supper report cou ld be invented or
modified by later generations to create a fictionalized history.
Thomas offers scholarly options, including John Dominic
Crossan's view "that the institution narratives are not from the
historical Jesus at all" (p. 61). This theoretical approach abandons the field of history, defined as carefully reporting events
from datable documents. In searching for the "historical core" of
the institution narratives, Thomas applauds Crossan's "recent
important contribution" to uncovering the real Jesus (p. 62 n. 5).
He sl ightly rewords the dust-jacket commercials for Crossan:
"balanced, fair, and important" (p. 62 n. 5). Thomas then
repeats two of Crossan's six reconstructed sacrament stages as
plausible-original democratic fellowship and then secondcoming prayer-adding that "these earliest eucharistic themes are
not reflected in the Book of Mormon" (p. 63 n. 5).
Crossan's work is a highly subjective example of the formcritical "biography" of Jesus. Its literary chrono logy, mixing
historical and apocryphal materials, is a nightmare of unjustifiable dates. accompanied by invincible guesswork on the oral
growth of stories about Jesus.? Conservative scholarship gives
Crossan a failing grade: "He does not provide a reliable guide to

6 D. A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris. An Introduction
the New Testament (Grand Rapids. MI: Zondervan, 1992),25.
7 John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991).

to
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the actual story of Jesus, "8 Crossan is a zealous member of the
Jesus Seminar, a self-appointed supreme court that just published its verdict: "Eighty-two percent of the words ascribed to
Jesus in the gospels were not actually spoken by him. "9 The
Jesus Seminar thinks the canonical Gospels were written to fill
the needs of fourth-generation Christians for faith-promoting
stories. The Jesus Seminar explains what real Bible analysts
now know about the Gospel authors: "The evangelists ...
made him talk like a Christian, when, in fact, he was only the
precursor of the movement that was to take him as its cultic
hero . . . . In a word, they creatively invented speech for
Jesus."IO
Whether Thomas buys the new statistic of just 18% general
validity for Jesus' sayings, he recommends the well-accepted
formula for shrinkin g Christ's words at the Last Supper. The
process starts with the institution accounts in the Gospels and I
Corinthians II, then subtracts devotional language supposedly
added later by the church-and the remainder will be what
Thomas calls the "historical core" (p. 61). However, trusti ng
the Gospels brings the approach of accepting all New Testament
teachings of Jesus, whether at the Last Supper or in the
prophetic bread of life discourse in John 6. The Book of
Monnon prayers agree with Christ's sacrament teachings in the

Gospels and Paul's historic passage in I Corinthians II. In
other words, Nephite prayers and Christ's Bible sacrament
teachings correlate if the integrity of the Gospels is not scrambled by the form criticism I redaction criticism adopted by Mark
Thomas as a formula. To me such methods are but another name
for witness-tampering, with the depressing result that we know
Jesus had a final meal of fellowship though it cannot be shown
that he said much of significance at the time.

A Social Sacrament?
So what went on at the meal in the upper room? Thomas
answers with the myth of learned consensus: "Scholars agree
8 N. T. Wright. "The New, Unimproved Jesus," Christianity Today
(13 September 1993): 26,
9
Robert W. Funk et aI., The Five Gospels: The Search for the
Authentic Words of Jesus (New York: Macmillan, 1993),5. For Crossan's
particwation, see xii and 533.
1
Ibid., 29.
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that the earliest eucharist centered around thanksgiving prayers"
(p. 61). It is true that Christ's prayer of gratitude is prominent in
all New Testament narratives of first distributing the bread and
wine. Why is there no thanksgiving language in Chri st's
American sacrament prayers and the Nephi lc blessings? Of
course Christ's American phrases of blessing bread and wine
cou ld impl y an original thanksgiv ing (3 Nephi 18:3; 20:3). But
the Nephite sacramental prayers note no gratitude for the bread
and wine. Yet, the New Testament sacrament closed the Lord's
last passover feast. Thus actions pertaining to the meal differ
from those specifics of the Christi an sacrament that Jesus instituted at the meal.
Early Jewish practices at Passover are profiled in the written
form of the Mishnah at the end of the second century, and the
Gospels quite well reflect much of C hrist's final feast as traditional, with prescribed periodic blessings of God for his goodness. Very possibly Christ's thanksgiving language was part of
his normal devotion in that Jewish setting and not intended to be
continued in future sacramental memorials. Part of my reasoning
asks whether the new ceremony of remembrance was to continue the common thanksgiving grace noted or implied in Jesus'
earlier meals? My Nephite prayer comparisons are based on
ChriSl's teachings on lht.! meaning of the SUl.:rumt;:nl. His ill.:liomi
are not sacrament teachings unless he explained them as such.
No one thinks he intended the Passover-sacrament link to continue, and he commanded remembrance as central, not the prayer
of thanksgiving in its place or necessarily as part of it.
Though Thomas gives a skewed version of my research, I
concluded: "The correlation of the Book of Mormon prayer with
the full Lasr Supper teachings shows its divinity. The American
prayer states the Lord's views simply; it contains no more."! I In
the New Testament, Jesus gave particular explan ations of the
sacrament. When these sacrament sayings are collected and analyzed, they closely mirror Christ's establishment teachings in the
Book of Mormon (3 Nephi 18) and the Nephite sacramental
prayers (Moroni 4 and 5). Yet several of Chri st's sacramental
clarifications are not easily apparent in the New Testament, at
least they were not to me until I had taught New Testament a
couple of decades and was twice Joseph Smith's age when he
translated the Book of Mormon. My Nephite prayer study also
1 I Anderson, "Religious Validity," 43 (emphasis added).
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documented the convictions of the early church on the issue of
the sacrament covenant , but only to add depth to Christ's own
interpretations of the sacrament. My conclusion was conceptual:
''The Book of Mormon prayer contains Christ's full purposes in
that founding hOUr."12 Thus my New Testament parallels were
not verbal identities, but the ideas expressed by Jesus- his
"teachings," "v iews," and "purposes." Thomas wastes words in
criticizing his remodelled Anderson thesis: " He intends to
demonstrate that the prayer in the Book of Mormon restores the
'ancient covenant forms' of the early Christian sacramental
prayers as established by Jesus" (p. 62 n. 5).
Besides lifting my "ancient covenant forms" out of context,
Thomas invents these "early Christian sacramental prayers as
established by Jesus." They exist neither in my articles nor in the
New Testament, though the "Rhetorical Approach" shifts to later
Christian history to reconstruct a seminal service differing from
the Nephite prayers in several areas. His tool is the inverted
chronology of redaction criticism, as explained above, and the
trajectory is several pre-Gospel sacramental stages. Thomas
confidently picks Crossan's reconstruction: "First was the radi cal social eq uality expressed in the common meal" (p. 63 n. 5).
Incidentall y, this is a very disturbing reliance on a sc holar
viewing Jesus as merely a nonresurrected peasant striking for
class reform. Thomas repeats that the "communion of the followers of Christ was among the earliest conceptions of the
Lord's Supper" (p. 76) and "Paul continued thi s theme in his
discussion of eucharistic communion in I Corinthians 10" (p . 63
n. 5). The Greek meaning behind "communion" is "sharing,"
though a main concept of Christian fellowship is superficial.
Paul's primary point is being joined to Christ through taking the
symbols of Christ's body and blood (l Corinthians 10: 16). with
the result ing unity of the Church through Christ and his ordinances (l Corinthians 10: 17; 12: 12- 13).
Here Thomas has an agenda for a gentler Mormonism. With
his belief that "communion of the followers of Christ was
among the earliest conceptions of the Lord's supper in early
Christianity" (p. 76), Thomas finally advocates a truer restoration. Will this bring interactive touching, responsive readings, or
just minimal modification to remember each other through a
revised sacrame nt prayer? In hi s view somet hing should be
12 Ibid. (emphasis added).
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done, since "these prayers do not support a notion of covenant
expressing the strong Mormon communitarian ideal" (p. 76).
This suggests a new, nonhistorical constitution of the Restored
Church. However, its written governing documents are the
scriptures, including the Gospels, where Christ commanded
baptism as a sign of repentance and established the sacrament as
a sign of his atonement, which is the source of forgiveness in
each institution account. The resurrected Savior taught the same
doctrine to the Nephites (3 Nephi 18) as the direct model for
their sacramental language. Would anyone regarding these char~
ters as historical suggest there is a "weakness of the symbolism"
(p. 76) because bread and wine stress Christ's atonement to the
exclusion of the community? Is this a genuine "new approach"
to the Book of Mormon, or merely old unbelief? And what is the
intent of the humanistic manifesto: "It is the community that
must ritually conquer death and guilt" (p. 76)? Though the
"rhetorical approach" seeks to correct historical perspective on
sacramental language, it ends in special pleading based on thin
theories of primitive social worship.

Consecration Evolution
The Nephite prayers begin with a request to "bless and sanc*
tify" the bread and the wine. Thomas finds this phrase in
Anglican prayers in 1829, which prompts a look at Christian
consecration clauses before Constantine. The argument goes that
the above Nephite language is a formal consecration petition,
and Ihis sacrament segment did not develop until after the second
century. Worship and doctrine in this early postapostolic period
has special appeal because it lacks many complications of the late
Roman period. Yet the degree of apostolic contact is arguable for
the second century, as is the question of identical sacrament cer*
emonies in both hemispheres. There are two known sacrament
descriptions of the second century, and Thomas simplifies them
considerably in the direction of his primitive thanksgiving
theory: "the original eucharist was a prayer of thanksgiving to
God" (p. 64). The Didache (Greek, "teaching," ending with a
stressed "a" sound) is a valuable but opaque collection on doctrine and practices from the chaotic postapostolic period. Though
Thomas sets up tight categories of form versus substance, the
three sacrament prayers in this source are in the form of thanksgiving but spell out many objects of the gratitude, especially
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Jesus as Messiah and Jesus as Savior. 13 Originally Christ
offered prayers of thanksgiving over the physical elements but
also explained the meaning of eating and drinking. So the true
Lord's supper could not be commemorated without doctrinal
reminders of Christ's explanations. Even if Christ offered a
Jewish grace, apostles would probably incorporate his doctrinal
explanations as part of their prayers in further meetings.
Language of the Didache prayers not quoted by Thomas includes
the Lord's Prayer, which suggests later composition rather than
wholly "primitive" blessings. 14
Next Thomas gives three sentences to Justin Martyr's
detailed overview of Christian worship at about 150 A.D. He
argues that simple thanksgiving is still in use before a
Reformation consecration form develops to become the
American ancestor of the Book of Mormon prayers. This review
cannot discuss all the weak links of this long chain extending
from the second to the nineteenth century, but Justin is a broken
connection. That Christian apologist gives good detail on two
sacrament ceremonies, one after a baptism and one during a
normal service. This source supposedly "describes the secondcentury liturgy used by Christians as a ritual of thanksgiving"
(p. 63). But this claim rests on the following faulty secondary
text. Just before the sacrament the president "utters a lengthy
thanksgiving because the Father has judged us worthy of these
gifts. When the prayer of thanksgiving is ended, all the people
present give their assent with an 'Amen' " (pp. 63-64).
However, a coequal noun is added to "thanksgiving" in the
Goodspeed Greek text, clarified in a more literal translation: The
"Amen" comes after "he has finished the prayers and the
thanksgiving."15 And this dual formula for the postbaptismal
eucharist is repealed for the regular service: "the president likewise sends up prayers and thanksgivings to the best of his abil-

13 See the convenient and careful translation of Kirsopp Lake. The
Apostolic Fathers , 2 vol s. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1949/,1 :323- 25 (sect. 9- 10).
4 Ibid.
[5 Justin Martyr, First Apology 65. trans . by R. C. D. Jasper and G.
1. Cuming , Prayers of the Eucharist: Early and Reformed, 2d ed.
(Collegeville. MN: Liturgical Press, 1992),28; cf. Edgar J. Goodspeed, ed.,
Die iiltesten Apologeten (Gotlingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1914). A
translation also appears in Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, eds .•
Ante-Nicene Fathers. 10 vo[s. (Grand Rapids, MN: Eerdmans. 1956), 1:185.
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ity" over the bread and wine.16 With unexplained "prayers"
added to the thanksgiving, anything like the Nephite prayer lan~
guage is possible. In fact. there are some basic parallels between

Justin's descriptions of sacrament meetings and Book of
Mormon sacramental language, including giving the sacrament
only to the person who "lives as Christ handed down."
To recap the Thomas argument: Jesus initiated a sacrament
ceremony of simple thanksgiving. and second-century worship
continued this formal. However, thanksgiving in prayer usually
names particular blessings, as Jesus did occasionally in the
Gospels. And second-century thanksgivings are elaborate
enough to show that Christ's initial "thanks" could include testimony of his mission, petition to set apart the elements, the disciples' duty of a holy life. or promise of the Spirit. As just seen
in the discussion of the Didache, its blessing form is thanksgiving. but the section quoted by Thomas includes a confession of
faith in the eternal "life and knowledge which you made known
to us through your child Jesus" (p. 63). And the thanksgiving
form also includes petition: "let your Church be brought together
from the ends of the earth into your kingdom" (p. 63).
Moreover. the Didache blessing not quoted by Thomas contains
another request that God "remember" to gather and purify the
Church: "to deliver it from all evil and to make it perfect in thy
love."17 As discussed above, Thomas also sees Justin's secondcentury liturgy as "a ritual of thanksgiving." But that term is
used very broadly by Justin Martyr. He summarizes a lengthy
prayer that could include consecration, petitions. or promise.
The second-century presiding officer takes the bread and wine
"and sends up praise and glory to the Father of all in the name of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and gives thanks at some length
that we have been deemed worthy of these things from him."IB
In arguing for a first simplistic sacrament, Thomas is setting
up a nineteenth-century borrowing theory. He thinks real consecration formulas matured in late Roman times, and he then
moves to reformation England, when a moderate "bless and
16 Justin Martyr, Firs/ Apulugy 67. in Jasper and Cuming. Prayers 0/
the Eucharist. 30; see also Roberts and Donaldson. Ante-Nicene Fathers

1:186.

J 7 Lake, Apo.~tolic Fathers, I :325 (sec!. 10).
18 Justin Martyr. First Apology 65. in Jasper and Cuming, Prayers 0/
the Eucharist, 28; see also Roberts and Donaldson. Ante-Nicene Fathers,
1:185.
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sanctify" was placed in the prayer book, The next step is some
form of Book of Mormon borrowing from this Episcopal worship, Yet Nephite prayers resemble the prayer book service as a
sleek jet resembles a huge cargo plane. So Thomas solves this
problem by getting brevity from one direction and a few words
from another. He starts with less formal Protestants in 1829: "It
is my belief that the Book of Mormon model was likely from a
traditional spontaneous prayer from these so-called 'free
churches' .. (p. 60). But unstructured Protestants did not leave
many documents, so Thomas shifts to worship books for
phraseology. Since "bless and sanctify" appears in Nephite and
Anglican prayers (p. 65), the clause is classified as a late
Christian epic1esis (Greek for "invocation"), despite some
dissimilarity in the two contexts. But there is another parallel: the
phrase "in remembrance" appears in Anglican and Nephite
prayers. Of course. it also appears in the King James Bible
(Luke 22: 19; I Corinthians 11 :25) and therefore in most of the
communion services ever written or spoken. But Thomas knows
the Book of Mormon borrowed these environmental words:
"The phrases 'bless and sanctify' and 'in remembrance' which
are shared by Book of Mormon prayers and the Episcopal epic1esis place the Book of Mormon liturgy within a postRefonnation tradition from Great Britain and America" (p. 60).
We can set aside this prayer book theory by realizing that
remembrance of Christ saturates all Christian worship from the
beginning. and that separating people and objects to a holy use is
the essence of Old and New Testament ordinances. This. as well
as the doubling of verbs, makes the Nephite prayers plausible in
terms of their Hebrew background. The Old Testament couples
the terms "consecrate and sanctify" (Exodus 28:41); "sanctify
and purify" (Isaiah 66:7), etc.
Thomas wanders in and out of transubstantiation, seeming to
suggest that the Nephite "bless and sanctify" would telegraph a
symbolic sacrament to Joseph Smith's generation. But these
theological issues that took centuries to develop were less in the
minds of Book of Mormon readers tban the history of Israel,
which covenantal Congregationalists and Presbyterians knew far
better than almost all educated people today. A true "rbetorical
approach" to tbe Book of Mormon will sec its propbetic issues
as distinctly ancient Jewish ones, beavily read by many seekers,
wbo were turned off by nineteenth-century theology and found
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in the Book of Mormon intimate connections to the Old and New
Testaments passed over by their contemporary churches.

The Thomas articles to date assert that the horizontal similarities of the Book of Mormon to the nineteenth century are the
ones that count. Hugh Nibley and others document dramatic
vertical connections of the Book of Mormon with a cultural and
linguistic world of antiquity, one only partially evident in Bible
records,l9 But after superficial use of early Christian sources in

his article, Thomas declares the debatable creed of Book of
Mormon modernizers: "The closer we get to the time and place
in which the Book of Mormon appeared in 1830, the closer we
get to the theological and literary parallels to the Book of

Mormon" (p. 60 n. 3). Two phrases that Thomas picks out of
the elaborate Episcopal service are an indication-his parallels
are minimal and in common use at the translation time. After
immersion in early Christianity and Joseph Smith's theological
world, I am deeply convinced that the Thomas theorem must be
reversed: "The closer we get to Christ and ancient prophets and
sources, the more evidence for the ancient religious reality of the
Book of Mormon."
Yet in his protective approach to the nineteenth century,
Thomas dismisses evidence without understanding what others
have said on early Christian parallels to the Nephite prayers.
Hugh Nibley was attracted to Coptic fragments that an expert
identified with a lost Gospel of the Twelve Apostles mentioned
by the Christian father Grigen. While admitting other experts
were more skeptical, Nibley st ill matched events in 3 Nephi to a
sacramental version of the feeding of the 5,000 in this apocryphal book, contending it contained "post-resurrectional" language like the forty-day accounts Nibley analyzed in a major
church history journal. This blessing of the loaves attributed to
Christ resembles the primitive Nephite invocation to the Father
"to bless" the bread. adding two Nephitc purposes that "thy son"
would be glorified before all, and "that those whom thou hast
drawn to thee out of the world might hearkcn to him."20 This
19 As relevant to this review, see Stephen D. Ricks, "King. Coronation, and Covenant in Mosiah 1-6," in John L. Sorenson and Melvin J.
Thorne. cds., Rediscovering the Book oj Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1991),209-19.
20 Hugh W. Nibley, The Prophetic Book oj Mormon, vol. 8 in The
Collected Works oj Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S., 1989), 421.
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last clause is also very close to one of the Didache sacramental
blessings. Though Nibley is a great detective. Thomas is impatient with clues and demands his evidence prepackaged: "Thus
Nibley tries to prove that the Book of Mormon is ancient by
using a late document, then hopes to demonstrate (in the face of
contrary opinion from competent scholars) that the late document
must be ancient because it matches the Book of Mormon" (p. 60
n. 3).
The least issue in this inaccurate sentence is expertise, which
deserves a quic k comment. In trained skill and experience,
Nibley is an apocryphal speciali st, so hi s agreement with the
Coptic editor means a divided court-two for an early source
against the two Thomas quotes on the lateness of the work in
question. So pitting Nibley against "competent scholars" has a
smu g ring , as thou gh " my scholars" are infallible and "your
apologists" peddle inferior goods. But one of the Thomas scholars shows how open apocryphal source questions can be. M. R.
James dates these remnants of a Coptic gospel as fifth century or
later, with this qualification: "some of the narrative matter in
these fragments may be taken from earlier books."21 So
Nibley's question is whether an earlier information stream can
be tapped, whatever the date of the manuscript containing it. Hi s
method is highly specific correlation s. Though hi storian s
(including hi storians of Mormonism) can badly abuse general
parallels, particular detail s may ti e a disputed source to an
authentic information bank. An example in mind is a letter to be
published from Joseph and Emma to her family, which is now
preserved only in a late , typed copy; yet its historicity is sustained because it contains accurate family information not publicly available. Likew ise, Nibley first iso lated the common
themes found in apocryphal books on Christ's forty-day ministry, arguing their info rmational validity through agreement
from diverse st rands and also ancient Christian references suggesting historical records of Chri st's resurrection ministry,22
Applied to C hrist's apocryphal blessing of the loaves, Nibley's
method is associative but particularized. concluding that the
Coptic fragments " really are connected parts of a si ngle- and
2 1 Montague R. James. The Apocryphal New Testamem, corr. ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1953), 147.
22 Hugh W. Nibley, Mormon;sm and Early Chri~·tjQ/lity, vol. 4 in
The Col/cered Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake Ci ty: Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M .S., 1987). 10-44.
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typical-forty day manu scripL"23 Thomas incorrectly claimed
that Nibley argues "that the late document mu st be ancient
because it matches the Book of Mormon" (p. 60 n. 3). Nibley
argued that the information in the later document was ancient
because it meshed with the forty-day documents-and on that
basis the Book of Mormon parallels were made. Whether or not
one agrees with Nibley's approach, understanding it precedes
valid criticism.

The Nephite Prayer Prefaces
Though Nephite sacrament prayers get no praise from
Thomas for antiquity, after reading scores of Christian equivalents, he gives a considerable religious compliment: "The
prayers in the Book of Mormon are compact, concise, and
meaningful" (p. 60). This to me is one hint that they came from
the historical Christ. A phrase-by-phrase comparison of the
Nephite prayers will show their close connection with the
Savior's teaching on this central ordinance of remembering him.
One reason Thomas leans on the Jacksonian environment is his
expressed faith in the biblical scholarship that questions whether
Jesus spoke the words of institution and asserts that the Gospel
of John represents post.Jesus theology . On the other hand , I
will use all four Gospels as responsibly quoting the Savior,
whether or not word-perfect. In simplest terms, reconstructing
secular or religious history is generally a matter of collecting and
correlating direct evidence, and I find that the historical apostle
John supplemented the Synoptic record after these three Gospels
were written. Reconstructing the Last Supper is much like a
major news event that is inevitably reported in part by several
direct sources, but in full by none. Being well informed constantly involves synthesis of multiple sources.
Christ's full sacramental views are not only in a simple scan
of the four institution accounts-the Synoptics and I
Corinthians II. Jesus offered the bread and wine by updating
Mosaic covenantal language. and the impact of that context must
be explored, as well as John 's report of Christ's comments
given right after distributing the bread and wine. Each phrase in
the Ncphite prayers correlates with New Testament teachings of
Christ on the sacrament. This reinforces the Book of Mormon
23 Nibley, Prophetic Book

0/ MornuJn, 416.
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record of 3 Nephi 18, where Christ himself taught the commitments that appear in the Nephite prayers in Moroni 4 and 5,
Since protracted debate is pointless, the level of comparison
between Christ and the Nephite prayers needs to be clear, As
stated, Thomas carelessly narrows my conclusion to read: "The
prayer in the Book of Mormon restores the 'ancient covenant
forms' of the early Christian sacramental prayers as established
by Jesus" (p. 62 n.5). But my original words covered a broader
subject: "Thus the Book of Mormon was instrumental in restoring the ancient covenant forms of gospel ordinances."24 My discussion coupled baptism and sacrament, stressing that all major
churches have compromised the personal baptismal covenant by
administering the ordinance to infants-and that the concise
goals of Christ in the sacrament have generally been compromised by ceremonial clutter. The Book of Mormon brings us
"closer to Christ" on these two subjects by a cleaner historical
transmission, which can be checked against more fragmentary
Bible narrative. Thomas incorrectly thinks I am chasing "literary
form" or "liturgical form" in the New Testament (p. 62 n. 5). On
the contrary, I observe that the Nephite prayers accomplish
something beyond known liturgical form-they concisely
express Christ's full doctrine ortheology of the sacrament:
These Bible-Book of Mormon correlations ...
come with the slight opacity that one would expect in
moving through language and culture barriers. Close
verbal parallels might suggest surface copying, but profound conceptual parallels show that Jesus' thinking is
found in every element of the Book of Mormon sacramental prayer.25
While both Nephite blessings (Moroni 4:3, 5:2) are in supplication form, they really divide into an initial consecration,
followed by two purpose clauses, the first committing participants to eat and drink now "in remembrance" of Christ's body
and blood, and the second to "witness unto ... God" what this
act commits them to do in the future. The promises after
"witness" are the covenant portions of both prayers and merit
detailed comment. As far as the initial consecration-purpose sections, "bless and sanctify" has been discussed to confirm its
24 Anderson, "Religious Validity," 42.
25 Ibid., 21.
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general early Christian roots. Since the adult Jesus did not
always conform to Jewish patterns, his words of thanks at the
Last Supper may have included consecration. Yet his act of lifting common food and drink and explaining a special purpose is
a functional equivalent of the Ncphite words asking God to set
apart bread and wine for the special purpose of remembering his
Son.
Moreover, Christ's mortal teachings stressed the sanctity of

the sacrament. Christ designated bread and wine for a holy
purpose in his predictive discourse in the Capernaum synagogue

after feeding the 5,000: "the bread that I will give is my flesh,
which I will give for the life of the world" (John 6:51), a definition clarifying eating his flesh and drinking his blood in the next
few verses. Powerfully sy mbolic but not necessarily literal,
Christ's language required a spiritual perception: "the words that
I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life" (John 6:63).
The earliest church Fathers said John published his Gospel at the
very end of the apostolic period to counteract apostasy and
explain what Jesus fully taught. This would include the John 6
prophecy that the sacrament would be a sacred bond between the
atoning Savior and those accepting him. With this knowledge of
why he instituted the sacrament, the Nephite consecration
request is a clear expression of hi s will: "Bless and sanctify this
bread to the souls of all those who partake of it" (Moroni 4:3 and
parallel 5:2). Christ's Capernaum prophecy stressed satisfaction
of the inner person through his obedience to Christ, including
spiritually partaking of his flesh and blood: "He that cometh to
me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never
thirst" (John 6:35). AI the second American sacrament, Jesus
used similar words of eating and drinking "to his soul, and his
soul shall never hunger nor thirst, but shall be filled" (3 Nephi
20:8). Thus Christ gave verbally distinct but comparable sacrament sermons in Galilee and America, and Nephite sacrament
prayers reflect the Lord 's teaching to eat and drink to fill the
soul.

The Nephite Prayer Covenant
"Witness unto thee, 0 God" is the transition from partaking
to promise. Usage here resembles one Hebrew term for swearing an oath. Old Testament covenants or warnings sometimes
employ "witness" as a verb of solemn intent, similar to the
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archaic "witnesseth" that still appears in many binding commitments in contracts and wills. This begins the covenant section of
the Nephite sac rament blessings, followed by three obligations
regarding Christ.
"Willing to take upon them the name of thy Son" is the first
promise in the Nephite blessi ng on the bread. This and one other
clause do not appear in the blessing on the wine, which shortens
the second prayer. On the other hand, the consecration opening
of the second prayer names Christ's blood and adds the appropriate clause, "which was shed for them ." Since the two blessings are dovetailed for the same occasion, the full covenant is
evide ntly given first, with the essence restated , but not without
very strong connotations of the full promise in the bless ing on
the bread. This integrative interpretation is confirmed by comparing the final sentence of both prayers. The fuller first blessing
promises "that they may always have his Spirit to be with them,"
though "always" is omitted in the more concise second blessing.
The message of both blessings is the same, with the principle of
summary and prior association used in the streamlined repeat
prayer.
Did the mortal Savior say the sacrament was a means of
taking upon them his name? In the prophetic bread of life sermon, Jesus Christ said believers would lake within them his
person: "He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood,
dwelleth in me, and I in him" (John 6:56). In this sacramental
foreshadowing, the Savior insisted his divine power would enter
the believer through ingesting the bread and wine. Of course
" name" is not used, but a vivid illustration inclusive of the name
is given. Jesus immediately added: "So he that eateth me, even
he shall live by me" (John 6:57). The Greek preposition (dia)
means "through" or "by means of," indicating exaltation through
one' s link to Christ, a doctrine suggesting living hi s principles
but stressing his enabling atonement. 26 Christ's challenge to
"take my yoke upon you" (Matthew Il :29) is another metaphor
for accepting him fully, which is the point of the saturated name
terminology of the New Testament-being baptized in his name
(Acts 2:38), meeting in hi s name (Matthew 18:20), usi ng "the
name of the Lord" in all public and private worship (Coloss ian s
3: 17). "Take upon them the name" in the Nephite prayer is well
26 Th is clarifies my brief John 6:57 discussion in "Religious
Validity." 28. Panaking of Christ's power includes following his example
of obedience to the Father (John 6:38).
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matched to Christ's advance explanation of sacrame nt symbolism in John 6---"putting on" or "putting within" are equivalents.
However, "A Rhetorical Approach" quotes the president of
Yale, explaining in the 1820s how Christians " take hi s name

upon them" in baptism (p. 74). Earlier, Thomas stressed
"Joseph Smith's area," observing that in 1825 a group of
restoratio nists twenty miles from Palmyra wrote : " We lOok upon
us the name of CHRISTIANS, "27 So Thomas concludes: " In
the early nineteenth century, to ' take upon the name of Christ'
meant to identify oneself as a Christian. This seems to be the
Book of Mormon's understanding of the phrase" (p. 74). Is this
a real issue? Thomas insists we will learn real Book of Mormon
meanings by studyi ng usage of the translation time, but the contribution falls fl at here. Since "taking the name" was used in
western New York and on the Atlantic seaboard, is it not a selfevident common phrase? From the outset, colonial Congregationali sts used the ord inances as formal moments of recommitment to Christ, and used "Church of Christ" on their records.
But if the point is nineteenth-century o rigins, early Christians
also document a usage reaching back to the apostles. Right after
the apostle John , Ignatiu s, bishop of Antioch, complained of
those "carryi ng about the Name with wicked g uile," and soon
afterward the brother of the bishop of Rome repeatedly says one
can not enter the kingdom "except he take his [Chri st's] holy
name"---Qr, put positive ly, God's faithful "are called by him,
and bear the name of the Son of God, and walk in his commandments."2S
"Remember" is the purpose in Christ's prayer on the bread
in Luke, and Paul' s earlier account says that Christ used " in
remembrance of me" in giving both bread and wine (1
Corinthian s II :23-25). And at the first sac rament in America,
Jesus emphasized "remember/remembrance" a half dozen times,
in reference to both bread an d wine (3 Nephi 18 :7- 11).
"Remember" is also intense in the Nephite prayers-it appears in
each consecration preface, followed by the so lemn promi se to
"always re member him" in each covenant closing. Thi s stress is
deeply supported by a close look at the Savior's use of the term
in the upper room.

27 Thomas, "Scholarship and (he Book of Mormon," 79 n. 15.
28 Ignatius, Epistle /0 the Ephesians 7, in Lake. Apostolic Fathers,
1: 181. The Shepherd of Hermas, Similitude IX. 12.4. and IX , 14,5.
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Nothing has been so regularly quoted in Protestant worship
as Pau l's remembrance narrative in I Corinthians II. Because
the 1829 use of "remembrance" is biblical, furnishing no special
environmental light , Thomas struggles with a loose connection
between religious experience in a revivalist culture and the vigor
of Book of Mormon remembrance, "a state of being, a religious
experience which conduces to righteous behavior" (p. 70). Had
he pursued this Book of Mormon usage, the powerful Hebrew
current of remembrance would have appeared. This directly
defines what Jesus meant by "remembrance" in the upper room,
and this Hebrew usage is also the key to Nephite prayers, rather
than marginally relevant quotations about devout emotionalism
in Joseph Smith's day.
Nephi te use of "remembrance" is conveniently surveyed by
Mormon scholar Louis Midgley, and his biblical correlations can
be easily verified by checking concordances or a good Bible dictionary.2 9 From Moses to Chri st, Israel's remembering is not a
subjective religiou s experience but an objective change of ways:
"Remember all the commandments of the Lord, and do them"
(N umbers 15: 39). With thi s full formul a repeated oft e n,
"remember" by itself was a call to commandment-keeping.
Human admonitions in the Law and Prophets are consistent:
" ' remembering' results in action."30 Similarly, ancient Jewish

religion defined "forgetting" as more than a mental process-in
real ity di sobed ience: "This is indicated by the frequent identification of the verb ['to forget'] with an action."3! Such an Old
Testament-Book of Mormon pattern throws light on the summary form of the second Nephite prayer, reiterating only the
promise to "remember him" after the first prayer spelled out
taking the Son's name and keeping his commandments in addition to "remember him." The scriptural bonding of remembering
and doing is so clear that the promise to remember is a commitment to act accordingly.
A deep connection ex ists between the Old Testament
covenant of obed ience and the remembrance theme, regularly
associated together in the Pentateuch. Christ's American ministry connects two disappearing trails in biblical revelation. The
29 Louis Midgley. "The Ways of Remembrance," in Sorenson and
Thorne. eds. , Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, 168-76.
30 R. Laird Harris, ed., Theological Wordbook 0/ the Old Testament,
2 vols. (Chicago: Moody, 1980), 1:241 (ziikar).
3! Ibid., 2:922 (shiikalJ).
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Old Testament features God's covenant obligating Israel to constantly remember his laws. And New Testament letters reiterate
this pre-Christian emphasis with explanations of how the
Savior's atonement revitalized the ancient covenant, a word
generally appearing as "Iestament" in the New Testament. Yet
the Gospels barely quote Jesus on this subject, only in instituting the sacrament. But in America Christ essentially joins New
Testament letters to Old Testament revelations, declaring the
continuing covenant relation of the Father and those who accept
the Father through Christ. The three covenant references of the
Gospels relate the sacrament to the continuing covenant.
Because Ihe pre-Christian portions of the Bible and of the Book
of Monnon link Israel's duty of remembrance to God's covenant
with them, Christ's association of "remembrance" and "covenant" in the sacrament spoke volumes to Jewish apostles. These
people of the book immediately recognized the Lord's continuance of covenantal remembrance in Christ's words of institution.
There is therefore a rich heritage in the two axial words
Jesus used in founding the sacrament at Jerusalem. Deceptively
simple, they are each coded with the interactive relationships of
God and his people. In two institution narratives (Luke,
1 Corinthians) Jesus commanded partaking in remembrance,
which Jewish apostles heard in their religious context of
"remember-obey." On that ground alone, Christ established the
sacrament as a covenant, defined as a binding promise to act.
The second pivotal word allhe founding is "testament," appearing in all institution accounts. In two the cup is "my blood of the
New Testament" (Matthew 26:28; Mark 14:24), and in two the
cup is "the New Testament in my blood" (Luke 22:20; I Corinthians II :25). Of course, the King James Version "testament" is
now "covenant" in all major translations, which follow the fact
that Jesus spoke a Hebrew dialect and clearly used the Old
Testament term for "covenant." The apostles recognized the verbal parallel to Moses establishing the ancient pact with Israel:
"Behold the blood of the covenant" (Exodus 24:8). This was
proclaimed after Moses read "the book of the covenant" and
used sacrificial blood to bind Israel to its solemn promise: "All
that the Lord hath said will we do, and be obedient" (Exodus
24:7). If Jesus had changed the concept, he would have changed
this technical term for mutual obligations of God and his people.
In fact, "the new covenant in my blood" is Paul's earliest report
of what Jesus said, indicating the new power of Christ's blood,
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but the unchanged structure of covenant relationship that was the
Jewi sh heritage from the patriarchal age.

John ]4: The Descriptive Covenant
John's narrative of the upper room adds Christ's teachings
right after the Jerusalem sacrament covenant. Studying the
Fourth Gospel in secondary literature is a haunted forest. and the
only way out is believing those with some ancient contact with
the apostle. There are genuine glimpses of the apostle John from
traceable individuals, and those compact information chains
outweigh hundreds of literary-theological recon structions.
Irenaeus. a later second-century bishop. knew Polycarp. an
early second-century bishop who came from Asia Minor and had
contact with the apostle John . lrenaeus's informed reconstruc tion of John' s Gospel broadly fits what the Christian historian
Eusebius learned from hi s early sources. After summarizing
Synoptic Gospel origins, lrenaeus states: "Afterwards. John . the
disciple of the Lord who also had leaned upon his breast, did
himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephe sus in
Asia."32 In this early overview. the Fourth Gospel comes from
an eyewitness. who is John, one of the apostles at the Last
Supper, and John wrote after the Synoptic Gospels were written. The Fourth Gospel is labeled un historical because it does
not merge easily with the broad narrative in the first three
Gospels. But Irenaeus and Christian scholars of his period picture this fourth book as a historical appendix that added events
not yet recorded)3
32 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1Il, I, in Roberts and Donaldson, Ante·
Nicene Fathers, 1:4 14.
33 For the impressive support of lrenaeus on this point in his era, see
D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to Joh n (Grand Rap ids. MN :
Eerdmans, 1991). 23- 29 ; see also Donald Guthrie, New Testament
Introduction, 4th ed. rev. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1990),269-72;
cf. Carson's survey of "interlocking patterns" in the Synoptics and John
(52- 54). Of considerable relevance here is Carson's evaluation of rhetorical
criticism as applied to John's Gospe\. The paratJel identifies the questionbegging inhere nt in the Thomas application of this method to the Book of
Mormon. Carson faults R. Alan Culpepper's work on John for taking a tool
developed for novelistic narrative and inappropriately transferring it to a
historical source: "Because he has already decided to use the poetics of the
novel as his model in discussing the Gospel of John , he has committed
himse lf to a form of writing whose truth claims, on the face of it, are fun damentally at odds with the truth claims of the Fourth Gospel" (p. 65).
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Luke outlines some Last Supper teachings, but John reports
them in depth, starting with the events common to all Gospelsgathering for the last meal and the warning of Judas, where
Luke's narrative can be interpreted in harmony or differing in
sequence from the others. Although John omits the sacrament
itself, he is generally silent on events aJready told adequately by
the Synoptics. Then Christ's prophecy of Peter's denial comes
at the end of the supper in all four Gospels, though Matthew and
Mark are unclear whether the Savior's blunt words to Peter were
given as the apostles lingered in the upper room or during the
walk to the Mount of Olives,34 But John, the clarifying eyewit·
ness, ends chapter 13 with Christ's foretelling the triple denial
and adding the three dozen sentences in chapter 14, closing with
the clear termination of the supper: "Arise, let us go hence"
(John 14:31). Since John takes for granted the knowledge that
Christ founded the sacrament in the upper room, only compara·
tive study would disclose that John 14 contains Christ's retro·
spective teachings immediately after the sacrament. But a collec·
tion of all Christ's teachings on the sacrament will include John
14, which parallels the first American sacrament in giving rein·
forcing comments on what was just done. The Master's patterns
of teaching included prayer, summary, and repetition.
In America Christ's significance-sermon explains that eating
and drinking are a "testimony" or "witness" to God that the dis·
ciple will always remember Christ, with God's promise of the
Spirit: "And if ye do always remember me, ye shall have my
spirit to be with you" (3 Nephi 18:7, II). Christ made this same
observation after bOlh bread and wine. Then after the whole ceremony, Jesus added a sacramental beatitude: "Blessed are ye for
this thing which ye have done, for this is fulfilling my com·
mandments, and this doth witness unto the Father that ye are
willing lO do that which I have commanded you" (3 Nephi
18: 10). With his dissectionist approach, Thomas reads this narrowly: "obedience is promised in taking the wine, and the bread
signifies remembrance only" (p. 56). But Christ's appreciation
for the multitude's "fulfilling my commandments" is a past act,
34 Since the Four Gospels give similar details of the Last Supper,
they describe the same meal for instituting the sacrament. The chronological
problem on Passover between John and the Synoptics disappears when
"preparation day" and the nature of the feast are understood. See A. T.
Robertson, A Harmony of the Gospels for Students of the Life of Christ
(New York: Harper & Row. 1950).279-84.
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referring to five repetitions of "commanded" as the Lord directed
the first American sacrament through the stages of bread and
wine. So "this thing" for which the multitude was commended
was the entire first sacrament, in totality containing the future
commitment to "do thJt which I have commanded you" (3 Nephi
18: to). Moreover, the Thomas claim of bread signifying
"remembrance only" (p. 56) is out of touch with the dynamic
impact of remembrance as obedience throughout the Old
Testament and Book of Mormon. Christ's American sermon of
explanation furnished the phraseology for the covenant portions
of the Nephite sacramental prayers.
If Joseph Smith really followed nineteenth-century liturgies,
he would have avoided John 14, since the printed orders of the
major churches ignored John's Last Supper account and used
the Lord's prayer and the institution narratives in the Synoptics
and Paul. But Christ in the Book of Monnon transcends the narrow sacrament selection of the traditional churches. Right after
founding the sacrament in Jerusalem, he gave the later Nephite
progression, with "Jove" in the place of their "remember": "If ye
love me, keep my commandments. And I will pray the Father,
and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with
you forever" (John 14:15-16). This equals the explanation sermon found in 3 Ncphi 18. John 14 immediately follows the
sacrament founding-it contains comments about praying in
Christ's name and developing a deep reciprocal relationship,
about real love-remembrance resulting in keeping Christ's commandments, and about obedience bringing the presence of the
Holy Ghost, the Savior's agent of communication as he is about
to leave. Although the American and Jerusalem occasions are
each unique, their correlation on obligations and blessings just
after the sacrament is remarkable. Locating the situation of John
14 opens its full meaning in explaining "remembrance" and the
"new covenant" of the institution narratives. John insists that
Jesus "knew that his hour was come" (John 13: I), a fact that
challenges a shorthand sacrament message. The Son of God
came into the world not to mystify, but that through him the
church might be fully instructed. Given his goals and methods, a
sacrament sermon like John 14 must have been given. Accepting
this historical gift means validating Nephite sacrament language.
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Full Comparisons
Though most of the above points are in my earlier articles,
Thomas did not take time to understand the line of reasoning:
Anderson ... claims that the Book of Mormon
prayers restore the ancient form by bringing back a lost
covenant of obedience, even though the institution narratives contain no such covenant. ... By extrapolating the
incomplete New Testament record, Anderson can argue
that remembrance and obedience could have been
restored in the Book of Mormon after being lost. (p. 73)
Perhaps it is necessary to overexplain. The Book of Mormon
prayers restore a covenant of obedience because Christ used
"new covenant" in his institution narratives. "New covenant"
has a strong scriptural context-the Exodus 24 binding of Israel
to obedience through God's ancient covenant in blood. But
Christ personalized and regularized this process. The disciple
takes the sacred symbols in an updated covenant of obedience at
the Savior's command, with the purification blood now his
blood. Yes, the full record of Israel's ancient duty of obedience
was stored in Christ's high-density "new covenant," with Christ
raising the cup in explicit reenactment of the process of purification on condition of Israel's obedience to its covenant. Thus the
words of institution create a ceremony not only of remembrance
but of relationship. This is confirmed by John 14, the comments
of Christ while in the upper room immediately after creating the
"new covenant." The message there is interrelationship--Ioving
remembrance, obedience, with the promise of the spirit.
All this is objectively defined if the Gospels and I Corinthians 11 are accepted as genuine history. Differences should
arise more from defining sources than interpreting them differently. But my conclusions are not based on extrapolation,
defined as projecting a trend beyond known figures or records.
My associations do not move from Gospel to theory, but from
document to document, integrating Exodus 24 with the institution narratives, and these with John 14 on the basis of their
internal connections. These sources, with Christ's sacrament
prophecy of John 6, constitute a sacramental source collection
from Christ. Incomplete, but fuller than expected, it discloses
the Lord's main purposes for the remembrance-covenant ceremony. These sources reflect each idea Jesus gave in his
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American sacrament sermons, and those portions perpetuated in
the Nephite prayers. The verbal connections are close in the
closing covenant portions of these blessings, with idea equivalents in the consecration prefaces. Since Christ speaks of the
"new covenant" in the four biblical institution accounts, an
invented record should include the phrase, which is absent from
Christ's American institution sermon and the Nephite prayers
reflecting it. While both American sources ignore the term, they
describe the reality of a sacrament covenant relationship.
These correlations are also impressive for what is absent.
Christian liturgical development scoops up anything the Bible
suggests on the subject, but the Nephite prayers reflect only the
teachings of Jesus on the meaning of the sacrament. Thus
Nephite prayers do not include words of Jesus on how often to
partake, and prophecies of eating in the future, both of which are
external to the individual vow. But everything Christ said on
meaning for the worshiper is in the Book of Mormon prayers.
This remarkable achievement of being comprehensive and concise raises these prayers religiously far above their wordy competitors, often developed by devoted men. I have come to know
but One in history who excels in ability to be at once simple and
profound. Religious recognition tells me the Book of Mormon
prayers come from Him.
For Thomas, however, the form of the Nephite prayer is
generated not from the resurrected Christ, but from various
known and unknown Protestant services of Joseph Smith's
youth. Here is a blanket invitation to shop for bits and pieces.
Thomas is sure the phrase "bless and sanctify" comes from the
Episcopal prayer book (pp. 65, 77). And commonplace "in
remembrance" probably springs from the same source (p. 60).
Thomas then leaves worship services and wanders 10 sermons
and creeds for other small parallels, coming up with standard
Christian language of "taking the name" and keeping commandments. Besides this patchwork reported by Thomas. what other
Nephile prayer language appears in the worship most available
to young Joseph Smith? Despite his brief contact with
Methodism, only "souls" and "commandments" can be strained
out of that long service. abridged from Anglican models. Despite
the PreSbyterian attendance of his family, nothing connects the
loose guidelines of their communion to the Nephite prayers. And
there is but an ordinary word here and there in sketchy reports of
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Congregational and Campbellile services, the latter no doubt
similar to the unstructured Baptist service.
All this is a fairly boring comparison, since the widest
American net brings in usual religious language. Such biblical
quotations and paraphrases show tbat the Book of Mormon can
reflect at once the vocabulary of its publication period and also
the Hebraic concepts of its ancient events. Collecting verbal
cousins to Nephite prayers is an empty exercise. since they are
picked from ceremonies that are large to huge in proportion to
the succinct Nephite service, and they employ a theological
idiom foreign to the forthright style of the Book of Mormon
prayers. Though some shared words can be found, the complete
Nephite prayers dramatically differ from American ceremonies
as a whole, as Thomas sometimes suggests, noting the "lengthy
liturgy of the Episcopal church" (p. 60). So this is a game of
superficial resemblance, with the reality elsewhere. In terms of
statistics alone, Nephite prayers take about 150 common words
to reach the result of a Methodist or Presbyterian sacrament
segment of about 1100 words, and of an Episcopal sacrament
portion over twice that long. These figures are reached not by
selecting just consecration sections, but including the many
commemorations of Christ and Christian duties that are so
essentially stated in the Book of Mormon sacramental prayers.35
The early Presbyterian consecration prayer that Thomas thinks
significant (p. 59) takes up about 400 words, but other related
portions of the service should be added for Book of Mormon
companson.

Protestant Covenant Meanings
Finally, Thomas discusses Protestant covenant concepts in
relation to the Nephite "contract of works" (p. 73), an overdone
phrase used to argue that the Nephite prayers refute the

35 These estimates are based on published services from (he early
Joseph Smith period: The Doctrines and DIscipline 0/ the Merhudilr
Episcopal Church. 19th ed. (New York: Soule and Mason, 1817); The Book
of Common Prayer (Philadelphia: [Protestant Episcopal Churchl, 1823);
The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 0/
America (Philadelphia: Towar, 1834). with notation, 422, that "The
Directory for the Worship of God" appears "as amended and ratified by the
General Assembly in May 1821."
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Refonnation issue of salvation by grace alone. The comparative
theology of the Nephite prayers is treated with an agenda of
dating Nephite rhetoric. He finds it "su rprising" in a book
stressing social values that the Nephite prayers give an "entirely
personal nature of the covenant" (p. 73). His view of modern
religious history solves this confusion:
However, the ideal of personal covenant in the Book
of Mormon echoes Protestant thought in 1830. By then
the ideal of covenant between a community and God was
dying out. Earlier the Puritans in America took their
models of covenant from the ideals of Old Testament
social covenant. But by the time of Jonathan Edwards,
the eucharistic covenant was typically seen as a covenant
between the individual and God (Adams 1984, 113-25 ).
(pp. 73-74)

But this interpretation suppresses the original New England
personal pact. The source quoted by Thomas partially documents diminished preaching from the Old Testament on governmental or political events. But underneath this public rhetoric
was a so lid individual-social covenant in Congregational,
Presbyterian, and Baptist churches, basically unchanged si nce
the 1600s. A New England church drew up a local covenant of
commitment to God and Christ, for Christian living, and for
mutual love and discipline. This undergirded baptism and the
Lord' s Supper, defined as "seals" of God's general covenant of
grace through Christ. The Westminster Confession of 1647
continued to define the devotional and social purposes of the
sacrament established by the Lord:
For the perpetual remembrance of the sacrifice of
himself in hi s death, the sealing all benefits thereof unto
true believers, their spiritual nourishment and growth in
him, their further engagement in, and to all duties which
they owe unto him; and to be a bond and pledge of their
communion with him, and with each other, as members
of his mystical body.36

36 The Westminster Confession of Faith, 1647,29.1, in Philip
Schaff, ed., The Creeds of Christel/dom, 3 vols., 193 1 ed. rep. (Grand
Rapids. MI: Baker. 1983),3:664.
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Though Thomas suggests evolution into a person-God relationship by the 17505, the sacrament service always included
this in early American Calvinism. Communion, the pinnacle,
was open only to those adults who espoused the local church
covenant and were judged converted and worthy. In the above
quotation, Thomas says Book of Mormon prayers contain the
person-God relationship because "Protestant thought" shifted
from social covenant to a person-God covenant prior to 1830.
But the preachers' "political covenant" did not change to the
other track. Public analogies of Old Testament Israel and New
England faded, leaving the person-God-congregation covenant
where it had always been, neither more nor less relevant to Book
of Mormon prayers published in 1830.
Terminology on multiple Puritan covenants is a problem,
and Thomas uses "social" in the above sense of the declining
political or national covenant, but his "social" also describes
interpersonal relationships. In this sense, the New England
sacrament always included social commitments, though it probably should not be called a covenant in the parlance of the time.
Calvinistic theology had the two defined covenants di scussed
above----God's heavenly covenant of grace and the congregation's covenant with God and with each other. The sacrament
table was in theory a personal sign of grace conferred. In addition, the typical local church covenant also had social contract
clauses, and, in the above Westminster Confession extract,
sacrament communion is with the Lord "and with each other, as
members of his mystical body."37 So the Puritan personal
covenant was also a community covenant. When Thomas contends that the Nephite sacrament "echoes Protestan t thought in
1830" (p. 73), he reasons from an individualistic concentration
in ritual that never existed. Protestant services have generaJJy
included "social communion."
On this issue Thomas again divides the Book of Mormon
against itself. The Nephite sacrament is "somewhat atypical
within the Book [of Mormon}" (p. 74) because of conclusions
just mentioned: "The entirely personal nature of the covenant" of
the sacrament-"n contract between the individual and God"
37 For examples of early Massachusetts covenants of congregations,
see Williston Walker, Creeds and Platforms o/Congregationalism, 1960 ed.
(Philadelphia: Pilgrim, 1969), 121, 13t. For local Baptist church covenants
in America before 1830. see Charles W. Deweese, Baptist Church
Covenants (Nashville: Broadman , 1990), 132-55.
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(p.73). That correct reading of the sacrament blessing is
matched by a tendentious definition of earlier Book of Mormon
"covenants between groups and God" as a "social model"
(p. 74). But how many are present does not define the contracting parties. The "entirely personal" sacrament is celebrated with
others. but the prayer defines the covenant with God. And the
"e ntirely personal" sacrament utili zes similar early Nephite
covellant phrases. Alma 's bapti sms involved social commitments, but the "witness" or covenant was made with God: "Ye
have entered into a covenant with him" (Mosiah 18: 10) .
Benjamin's subjects were taught in a group, but they "entered
into the covenant with God" (Mosiah 5:8). The social dimension
in these covenants is clear- t he questio n hcre is accuracy in
reading.
"A Rhetorical Approach" criticizes my own approach to the
issue of Christ's grace versus the Christian's obligations in the
Protestant rites. The debate is not empty sparring. si nce I see
historical evidence of apostasy and restoration, and Thomas sees
the Mormon sacrament in terms of eclectic borrowing. The following quotations and misquotations go back to these basic
issues , and the importance of the principles justifies some basic
analysis. A beginning point is my perspective on the Reformers'
attempts to correct sacrament worship:
The traditional Reformation mainly stands for renewing the individual 's relationship with God .... Basically, the stages of the Mass were retained by the main
Protestant groups. The result was a ceremony that typically mixed promises to be loyal to Christ with devotional practices that carried over from medieval times.
However, since Reformers stressed justification
through faith alone. even ceremonial words of loyalty to
Christ were not necessarily understood by the people as
an obligation to keep his commandments.38
Thomas assumes an exaggeration here: "Anderson characterizes
the Protestant notion of covenant as [an} exclusively unconditional gift" (p. 73). But there is no absolute statement in my language above. " Not necess arily" in my passage means some
worshipers may let free grace override their sac.rament promise
to obey, and some may not, which is the religious situation
38 Anderson, ··Restoration of the Sacrament" (January 1992): 45.
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Thomas pictures for 1829: a "context of ambiguous statements
about the eucharistic covenant" (p. 73).
Afler the Reformation all Protestants stressed grace, and
some stressed personal covenants. All major movements sought
greater piety through ceremon ies. As just mentioned, Thomas
bends my words to an absolute position of Protestant covenant
"as [an] exc lu sively unconditional gift" (p. 73). Then he
answers his own overstatement with an overgeneralization: "But
I have argued here that federal theology made contractual notions
important in Protestantism" (p. 73). Thomas adequately defines
hi s terms-"federal" adapts the Latin term for "covenant," and
covenant theo logy asserted that Adam broke God ' s first
covenant with man, one of works, necessitating the second
covenant of grace through Christ. Then Thomas inserts a vague
amendment-federal theology moved "covenant" to a reciprocaJ
human contract with God, "and often turned the eucharist into a
sacrament of penance or morality instead of a seal of grace"
(p. 7 1). The Thomas point here seems to be that plenty of
covenant ideas floated in the 1829 environment to be copied by
the Book of Mormon. Whatever he has in mind, his source
quotation suggests that the covenant-intensive area is Scotl and.
But American Calvinism defined the post-Adamic covenant in
terms of God's decree, not throu gh "contractual notions" with
manki nd . On this foundation doctrine the Westminster
Confess ion continued to define "federal theology":
Commonly called the covenant of grace [Foedus
Graliae]: wherein he freely offered unto sinners life and
salvation by Jesus Chri st, requiring of them faith in him
that they may be saved, and promising to gi ve unto all
those that are ordained unto life his Holy Spirit, to make
them willing and able to believe.39

The Reformation and Ancient Terms
Ju st as the historical Book of Mormon is absent from "A
Rhetorical Approach," so are the historical apostasy and restoration . After all, the point of the article is that someone behind the
Book of Mormon engineered selections andlor explanations to
39 Westminster Confession, 1647. 7.3. in Schaff. Creeds of
Christendom, 3:617.

THOMAS. N£PHlTE SACRAMENTAL LANGUAGE (ANDERSON)

413

settle 1829 questions. But "A Rhetorical Approach" closes with
lofty redefi nitions: "Mormon liturgy is clearly not a restoration
of ancient words in any literal sense," and the Restoration is not
literal ei ther: "Mormoni sm presents a symbolic restoration,"
defined as "ritual participation by a commu nity in the lost ideal"
(p. 77).

For me, the stages of apostasy, reformation, and restoration
make more sense hi storically than any competing reli gious theory. And I turned to the topic of the sacrament because histori ans so well document Christian evolution and confusion, synonyms for the above processes prior to the Restoration. Thomas
has his own perspective on all this, but that is no excuse for
another job of sloppy reporting:
Anderson does not acknowledge how characteristic
the themes of remembrance and obedience were in frontier worship of western New York. Anderson's silence
on these matters may be strategic, since he claims . .
that remembrance and obed ience could have been
restored in the Book of Mormon after being lost for
nearly two millennia. (p. 73)
In thi s case, Thomas readers shou ld see the need to monitor
his readings. Part of the Anderson passage he refers to was
quoted above, and these are other sentences, with one repeated:
How successful has Protestanti sm been in reestablishin g the personal sacramt:nt? The answer contains a
paradox .... Major Protestant churches of the sixteenth
ce ntury were surpris ingly conservati ve in modifying
worship .... The result was a ce remony that typ ically
mixed promises to be loyal to Christ with devotional
practices that carried over from medieval times. The real
issue of the sacrame nt covenant-how to remember
Christ-was invariably addressed by incorporating
Paul 's or Luke's passages on remembrance .... The
dilemma of the Reformation is how to end reform. Some
Protestant founders brought personal promises back into
the commun ion service, but many recent revisions delete
specific comm itments of personal righteousness and
obedience. 4o
40 Anderson, "Restoration of the Sacrament" (January 1992): 45.

414

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON TIlE BOOK OF MORMON 611 (1994)

The Thomas analysis (just before this last quotation) claims I
fail to comment on western New York worship, when my sur-

vey article had a different topic-whether the "personal
covenant" of remembrance and obedience was brought back in

"sixteenth-century" worship. the ancestor of American worship.

The Thomas analysis claims I pass over Protestant sacrament
themes of "remembrance and obedience," but I am plain on
both. My extract above says Protestant services "invariably"
quoted the Bible remembrance passages; the above extract also
says the normal Protestant ceremony included "promises to be
loyal to Christ," and some reformers added "commitments of
personal righteou sness and obedience." The Thomas analysis
has me say that "remembrance and obedience" clauses were "lost
for nearly two millennia," which postdates the Reformation by
300 years, when I am specific in both of my extracts above that
"sixteenth-century" Protestantism had the goal of "renewing the
individual's relationship with God," and made reforms to that
end.41
The Book of Mormon adds perspective, including Nephi's
vision that "the Spirit of God" led many to come to the " land of
promise" and "prosper," which means more than material success (1 Nephi 13: 13-15). In other words, Nephi saw inspired
religionists and seekers of the seventeenth century being prepared for the direct Restoration of the nineteenth century. Their
intense Bible searching injected an ancient vocabulary into
English, as well as adding inspired doctrinal concepts that correlated with the Prophet's translation of Hebraic-American scriptures. This historical model explains many religious parallels,
and finding them in no way disproves the Book of Mormon as
an ancient record.
So the question of Nephite sacramental language requires
compari ng ceremony with ceremony, not phrase with phrase.
Thomas dips heavily into liturgies, sermons, tracts, newspapers,
recollection s, etc. He mines for words and phrases and of
course comes up with some. At no time has he compared and
contrasted a full worship service with the Nephite prayers. His
method is loaded in the direction of similarities. It takes a few
bricks from one building and shows that their measurements are

41 The lasl clause comes from the parI of my passage inset quoted
above, page 414.
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close to those in another building-but the size and shapes and
even functions of the buildings may differ.
Religious Authority
Getting the right answers depends on facing the right ques~
tions. And "A Rhetorical Approach" kills the big question on its
first page:
The claim for an ancient origin of the Book of
Mormon is ultimately a claim for religious authority. but
in the final analysis the book's authority cannot depend
on its age. If the Book of Mormon's message is pro~
found. that alone should be sufficient reason for serious
analysis and dialogue. If the book is not worth reading,
no claim to antiquity can salvage it. (p. 53)
This smooth invitation to subjectivity equates to the comment
of Prolagoras, "Man is the measure of all things," the message
that all knowledge is relative to each person. 42 The aphorism
comes from the heady age of Greek rationalism in the fifth cen~
rury B.C., and even its author balked at applying it in the moral
sphere. Thomas says the histori ca l period of the Book of
Mormon is irrelevant, but he labors to prove and expound its
nineteenth-century connections? He has simply exchanged the
authority of Christ for the authority of the 1829 religious scene
in explaining the Book of Mormon. The above credo elevates
taste above historical event. Hi story is merely what we choose to
believe?
Many documents are valuable only because of their historical
authority . The Dead Sea Scrolls are highly valued because they
speak firsthand about an ancient community-if invented, they
would claim no seriou s interest. Paul's letters are chiefly of
value because they have the historical authority to speak of
Christianity in its first generation. And the Gospels and the
Book of Mormon? Their age and the ir authority and the historical and spiritual truth of their contents are all the same question.

42 Plato. Theaetetus 152A. in Harold N. Fowler, trans., Plato, 12
vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977),7:41. The full
quotation eliminates what is uncomfortable: "Man is the measure of all
things, of the existence of the things that are and the non-existence of the
things that are not."
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" Much COnlcmporary research on the Book of Mormon
focu ses on historical claims at the expense of understanding the
book' s message" (p. 53). This opening sentence of the
"Rhetorical Approach" slightly describes my feeling of empti.
ness aner spending a great deal of lime with this article, its
sources, its theories, and the author's prior writings on the subject. Correlations in the 1829 environment explain what words
were available to the translator, but they do not explain the
power of the events, personalities, and docLIines conveyed from
another environment. Musicologists might classify chords,
phrases, and styles that circulated in European music in the
decades before and after 1800. All thi s would catalogue tools
available to Mozart and Beethoven. But intensive study of their
resources would hardly explain why they eclipsed their musical
setting.
Much of the hi storical researc h di sparaged by Thomas
involves the rhetorical patterns and cultural meanings within the
Book of Mormon. Yet Mormon scholars are "studying the
book 's message" and finding correlations with the Bible and
ancient documents that ring true. These historical, linguistic, and
cultural correlations are part of the blend of objective and sub ~
jective perceptions that add up to the joy of reading and of the
testimony of the Book of Mormon that lingers after reading.
Joseph Smith used hi storical records in this composition- its
result exceeded both the time and the man . Thomas opts for an
ethical springboard, to be interpreted and reinterpreted by the
particular scholar who can suggest in it what is "worth reading"
(p. 53). To him, this book is beyond history : "A universal,
providential hi story that transcends any particular hi story"
(p. 53). Thomas here confuses historical theory with history,
the art of co mpiling and explaining events. What transcends
" particular history" is either speculation or some form of philosophy. Whatever Thomas mayor may not believe about modem
revelations, rational philosophy is a poor substitute for serious
review of nineteenth-century miracles that revealed and validated
the Book of Mormon as an ancient record.
Paul preached a particular, resurrected Christ. The apostle
had more th an once seen him and asked him questions. Paul 's
fellow~apostles had done the same , besides handling Christ's
body after he rose from the tomb. Paul reex plained all these
experiences to doubting Corinthians (l Corinthians 15), Greek
Christians who held to institutional loyalty but still used "seek
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after wisdom" skills by which to revise the resurrection
(I Corinthians I :22). They were humanists in the strict sense of
accepting their human experience as the "measure of all things."
But Christ and angels have appeared from time to time to tell
what has happened or will happen beyond the normal stream of
events. Joseph Smith wrote and spoke repeatedly about specific
heavenly appearances. Three Witnesses bore lifetime testimonies
that the revealing angel of the Book of Mormon stood before
them and displayed plates written by ancient prophets, and that
the voice of God declared the translation accurate. This revelation to the Three Witnesses was foreseen by two prophets of the
Book of Mormon, which by ils own terms is a compilation from
antiquity. The educated Paul once pleaded with rationalizing
Corinthians not to explain away the plain testimony that he and
others had seen Christ. As gospel humanism returns, gospel
logic is the same.

Dan Vogel, "Anti-Universalist Rhetoric in the Book
of Mormon." Pp. 21-52.

Is There Anti-Universalist Rhetoric in
the Book of Mormon?
Reviewed by Martin S. Tanner
Like many others, for several years I have been anticipating
Signature Book's recent effort, New Approaches to the Book of
Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology. As soon as it
appeared on bookstore shel ves, I bought a copy and read it
cover-to-cover in just a few days. Having a special interest in
arg uments for and against the hi storicity of the Book of
Mormon, I found chapter 2, "Anti-Uni versali st Rhetoric in the
Book of Mormon," by Dan Vogel, quite fascinating.
At the beginning of his article, Vogel claims to "believe there
is a common ground on which Mormon and non-Mormon
scholars can discuss the Book of Mormon in its nineteenthcentury context without necessarily making conclusions about its
historicity" (p. 21). According to Vogel, this "common ground"
is rhetorical analysis. However, this initial claim is open to question for two reasons. First, rhetorical analysis is entirely dependent upon the historical l contex t, which includes knowledge of
the author(s) and intended audience(s) of the document being
analyzed.2 Because context is so essential to rhetorical analysis,
such analysis can sometimes be used to determine either when a

By "historical context" I of course mean the specific time. place.
and culture in which the work was produced.
2 Understanding the intended audience is crucial to understanding the
rhetorical meaning of any writing (Richard E. Young. Alton L. Becker,
Kenneth L. Pike, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change [New York: Harcoun,
Brace & World, 1970], 277). Vogel should understand this. He indicates at
the outset of his article that, "Rhetorical criticism focuses on the dynamic
between the speaker or writer and hi s/her audience" (p. 2 1). One of the
authors Vogel ci tes. Burton l. Mack, is quoted by Vogel as explaining.
"Rhetorical criticism takes the historical moment of human exchange"
(Burton L Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament [M inneapol is: Fortress.
1990), 101).
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text was written3 or, on other occasions, by whom. Sound
rhetorical analysis is inextricably connected to historical context.
Vogel's claim that the Book of Mormon can be the subject of
rhetorical analysis without making claims about its historicity is
implausible. 4 Second, for the rest of his article, Vogel attempts
to bolster the idea, expressed in the title to his article, that passages he sees as anti-Universalist rhetoric in the Book of
Mormon are consistent only with nineteenth-century authorship.
That this really is Vogel's aim is apparent at the end of his article
when he questions "whether ancient American cultures could
have debated Universalism in a manner that would have been
meaningful to those in early nineteenth-century America" (p. 47)
and, without hesitation, concludes that "the Book of Mormon
not only perpetuates misrepresentations [sic] of anti-Universalist
rhetoric but historicizes them by having ancient Universalists
defend these very misperceptions (e.g., Alma 11 :34-35)" (p.
48). Vogel believes that his analysis "challenge[s] traditional
assumptions 5 about the Book of Mormon" and "help[s]
researchers understand the book's message in its nineteenthcentury context" (p. 48). He further claims "it is doubtful that a
study of ancient American cultures would produce a similar
context for understanding this central theological focus of the
Book of Mormon" and admonishes his readers that they must
decide " the degree to which Smith adapted his narrative to the
concerns of his modern audience" (p. 48). So much for Vogel's
beginning claim about not "necessarily making conclusions"
about the historicity of the Book of Mormon. Why does Vogel
not simply say at the outset of his article that he considers the
Book of Mormon's real author to be Joseph Smith in the nine3 This has been the focus of the so-called "higher criticism" of the
Bible. As one historical critic notes, "The Bible proved to be a sizable collection of books from many hands with an inner history of development that
had to be reconstructed from the clues in the text" (Norman Goltwald, The
Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary Introduction [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987J,
II : emphasis added).
4
According to Gotlwald. who echoes other higher critics, ''The valid
religious truth or 'message' of the Hebrew Bible could only be brought to
light when seen as the religion of a particular people at a partic!dar time and
place as expressed in these par1icular writings" (ibid., emphasis added).
5 The assumption challenged seems to be the historicity claimed by
Mormons. Vogel apparently believes that the origi nal writer(s) of the Book
of Mormon lived in the America of the nineteenth century . not between 600
B.C. and C.E. 400.
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leenth century rather than ancient American prophets? After all ,
Vogel has long held the belief that the Book of Mormon is not an
ancient book.
In the past, however, Me Vogel has been much more matter-of- fact about his position. He wrote:
Most members of The Church of Jesus C hrist of
Latter-day Saints, com mo nly known as Mormons, and
o ther gro ups tracing their origins to Joseph Smilh,
believe tliaI the Book of MomLOfI is a litera! history of the
inhabitants of the ancient Americas. Joseph Smith,
founder and first prophet of the Mormon church, claimed
to have translated the book in the late 18205 from a set of
golden plates he found buried in a hill near his home in
upstate New York. Thu s,jew careful readers carl escape
questions about historicity. For example, can the Book
of MomlOn be substantiated as an actual history of native
Americans? ... And Universalists must have recogni zed
their own beliefs in the "false and vain and foolish doctrines" of those teachin g that "G od will beat us with a
few stripes, and at last we shall be saved in the kingdom
of God.6 (emphasis added)

Vogel concluded:
Those readers who continue to maintain the Book of
Mormon 's ancient historicity must do so in the face of
what I consider to be some rather clear indications to the
contrary . ... The better one understands the pre-l 830
e nvironment of Joseph Smith, the better he or she will
understand the Book of Mormon. This, 1 concl ude, is
the challenge facing future Book of Mormon scholarship '? (emphasis added)
But why does Vogel want readers, at the beginning of his
article, to latch on to the idea that there is common ground
between those who do not believe that the Book of Mormon is a
historical document and those who do, without making conclusio ns about its hi sto ricity, and the n conclude hi s article with
6 Dan Vogel, Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon: Religious
Solutions f rom Columbus to Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City, UT: Signature
Books, 1986), 5-6.
7 Ibid., 71 - 72.

VOGEL, ANTI-UNIV£RSAUsr RHITORIC (TANNER)

421

assertions that the Book of Mormon is not historical? Only
Vogel can answer that question with certainty. However, his
approach reminds me of a man I spoke with a few years ago by
telephone. He wanted to be a guest on a radio talk show I host
weekly. He claimed to be a scholar and researcher of World War
II and its impact on Germany's Jews. He said he had a new
approach to such research and claimed there was common
ground for Jews and neo-Nazis to discuss World War II without
coming to a conclusion about whether the Holocaust actually
happened. I was intrigued, but was skeptical enough to ask
more questions even though, at that point, he came across as a
neutral researcher. His initial approach had led me to believe he
was credible in a way a neo-Nazi never would have been. As I
asked him more questions, however, even though he continued
to pretend he was not, it became apparent that he was a neoNazi. As I disagreed with him point by point, he tried argument
after argument to persuade me that the Holocaust never happened. 1 never did invite him to be a guest on the radio. His
approach was like Vogel's: Start out with a premise anyone
would accept and only later express your real position. 8
Ultimately, the question of the historicity of the Holocaust,
or of the events chronicled in the Book of Mormon, is one of
fact: Either they happened or they did not. No posturing of a
neo-Nazi, or of Vogel, can change this. In this life most of us
will never, first hand, gather enough evidence to scientifically
prove such issues, which therefore largely remain a matter of
faith. We often rely on the positions, claims, and testimonies of
those we trust. But we should not shy away from difficult questions. Had the nco-Nazi been forthright about his position and
approach, I would have invited him to be a guest on the radio,
notwithstanding the fact that I disagreed completely with his
positions. Similarly, even though I disagree with Vogel's analysis and conclusions, the questions he raises and the arguments
he proposes should not be avoided. The fundamental questions
Vogel's article raises are worth asking: Does the Book of
Mormon contain nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric,
and, if so, what docs that tell us about the historicity of the Book
of Mormon?
8 So there is nOI room for misunderstanding, let me emphatically
stale that I am nOI claiming Vogel believes in, or is in any way sympathetic
10 the neo-Nazi movement. I simply found his approach similar to that of
one neo-Nazi I spoke with.

422

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON ll-IE BOOK OFMQRMON 6/1 (1994)

In an attempt to answer these questions. Vogel looks at various Book of Mormon passages and attempts to apply rhetorical

analysis to them in an effort to demonstrate that they were
knowingly and purposefully directed against nineteenth-century
Universalists by Joseph Smith, whom Vogel considers the
book's author. Vogel does not think it plausible that Jewish
emigrants to the New World in the sixth century B.C., or their
pre-Columbian descendants, could have written such material.

Vogel's Flawed Use of Rhetorical Analysis
Rhetorical analysis is a way of analyzing literature by focusing on the writer and the intended audience to better understand
it. The idea is that if the context in which the literature was produced is understood , the meaning of the words will be clearer.
According to Burton L. Mack, a well-respected author o n
rhetorical analysis cited by Voge l, writings from the past cannot
be well understood in isolation, but must be read in their historica l context, keeping in mind the cuhure of the audience and
speaker.9 Similarly, Vogel acknowledges that all literature has "a
hi storical and cultural existence" and that "rhetorical discourse is
designed to persuade a speci fi c audience" (p. 22). What this
means is that all writers write for a spec ific purpose. Their audience may be as small as one person, as with a personal note or
letter; it may be a few hundred, as with a letter of the Apostle
Paul to a specific church; or it may be as large as "all nations,
kindreds, tongues and people," as with the witnesses to the
plates of the Book of Mormon (Title Page). Thus, every author
has a specific audience in mind , which may be large or small ,
and short or long in duration . It is the latter aspect of the audience, that it may include generations of people living over very
long periods of time, that seems to escape Vogel and the sources
he ci tes. IO For example, in his article Vogel cites a historical

9 Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament, 15.
10 The question of audience is not nearly so straightforward as Vogel
seems 10 imply. Not infrequent ly, a writer has several audiences in mind.
The writer must be his ow n prime audience (Stephen White, The Written
Word & Associated Digressions Concerned with the Writer as Craftsman
{New York: Harper & Row, 1984], 128). The intended audience may be as
small as the author and one individual, as with a leiter marked "personal and
confidential," or the entire world, as with the testimonies of the three and
eight special witnesses reproduced at the beginning of the Book of Monnon,
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critic as saying, "One must put oneself into the times and into the
surroundings in which [biblical authors} wrote, and one must
see what [concepts] could arise in the souls of those who lived at
that time" (p. 22).11 The obvious flaw with Vogel and his
sources is that they do not seem to comprehend that an intended
audience can be very large and spread across large segments of
time. The Book of Mormon witnesses certainly did not limit
their intended audience to those who would read their testimony
in the 1820s or 1830s, but included all those, forever into the
future, who would read their words at the beginning of the Book
of Mormon. In short, Vogel and his sources seem to believe that
the author and his or her audience must live at the same time.
However, many Bible passages put such a notion to rest. For
what of the countless occurrences of Old Testament passages
intended "forever"12 or "always"?]3 Why is it important to
understand that authors can and do write for audiences in the
future? Vogel's entire article hinges on the idea that the Book of
Mormon has nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric-that
is, rhetoric written only to combat Universalist ideas existing in
the 1820s and 1830s. This is an idea that, as will be seen, cannot be demonstrated from the Book of Mormon passages cited
by Vogel. Not a single passage cited by Vogel applies only to
Universalists, let alone to Universalists in the 1820s and 1830s.
Vogel assumes, but nowhere proves, that the "intended" audi-

whic,~

begin. "Be it known un to all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people

] 1 Citing Jean Alphonse Turrentinus, in Wencr Gcorg Kummel, The
New Testament: The History of the Illvestigation of Its Problems, trans.
S. McClean Gilmour and Howard C. Kee (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972),59.
12 Genesis 13:15. Abram and his seed are promised ccrtain landfor.
ever; Exodus 3: 15, memorial to the children of Israclforever; Exodus 12: 14,
Passover 10 be kept as a feast and ordinance by the chi ldren of Israel forever.
Exodus 12:17, Feast of Unleavened Bread to be kcpt by the children ofIsrael
forever: Exodus 27:2 1, statute given to the children of Israel forever; Exodus
30:21, ritual washing of the hands and feet a statuteforever; Exodus 31:17,
Israel to observe the Sabbath forever; Exodus 32: 13, land of Israel given to
the seed of Abraham forever: Leviticus 10:9, Aaron and his sons forbidden
to drink wine and strong drink forever: Isaiah 34: 17, land inherited forever;
Isaiah 59:21, spirit of thc Lord to be upon Jacob and his seed forever.
Hundreds of other Old Testament passages are intended to have audiences
forever inlo the future.
] 3 Exodus 27:20, Lord commands lamp to burn a/ways: Deutcronomy
6:24. statutes of the Lord to be kepi always.

424

REVIEW OF BOOKS ON 1llE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

eoce of the Book of Mormon passages he cites is Universalists
in the 1820s and 1830s. 14
Also, Vogel's initial claim that " there is common ground on
which Mormon and non-Monnon scholars can discuss the Book
of Mormon without necessarily making conclusions about its
historicity" (p . 21, emphasis added) contradicts hi s ow n view
and the view of his sources about rhetorical analysis, that a
writing can best be understood only in historical context. Later,
Vogel admits that "A correct understanding of the soc ial and
cultural setting of a work of literature can often mean the difference between an interpretation which is consistent with that setting and one that is anachronistic" (p. 23). By understanding the
cultural setting. Vogel certainly means, at a minimum , knowing
where and when author and intended audience lived, and who
they were and are. And yet, how can one possibly know or
assume such things about author and intended audience and not
make conclusions about the historicity of the Book of Mormon?
But this is the very thing Vogel claims he can avoid.

Flaws in Vogel's Methodology
"Universalism" is the term applied to various denominations
of Christianity who believe that eventually all mankind will be
saved in the kingdom of GOd.15 Vogel's hypothesis is that certain passages in the Book of Mormon are best explained or
understood as arguments against nineteenth-century Universalism. I shall discuss eac h of the passages ciled by Vogel, summarizing his rationale for believing that they are directed against

14 Vogel conveniently fails to ask the q uestion of whether the Book
of Mormon passages he sees as ant i-Uni versalist rhetoric might also be
directed against other religious groups existing at other limes and places
than upstate New York in the 1820s and 18305.
15 See. e.g., Richard Eddy, Universalism in America: A History, 2
vots. (Boston: Universal ist. 1884- 1886). often descri bed as the only comprehe nsive work on the subjec t; Elmo A. Robinson, American
Universalism: Its Origill, Orgallization and Heritage (New York:
Exposition, 1970). Universalism and Unitarianism merged into one denomination in 1959. For a history before and after the merger, see Henry H.
Cheetham, Unitarianism and Un iversalism: An Illustrated History (Boston:
Universalist, 1962). For a more thorough work, see, Earl M. Wilber, A
History of Unitarianism (Cambridge. MA : Harvard Press, 1945-52). This
two-volume work follows the history of the movement in Europe and
America.
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the Universalists of the early nineteenth century. I shall also
attempt to point out the flaws in Vogel's rationale.
Vogel finds rhetoric directed against nineteenth-century antiUniversalists in 2 Nephi 28, where we read the following:
For it shall come to pass in that day the churches
which are built up, and not unto the Lord, when one
shall say unto the other; Behold, I, I am the Lord's; and
the others shall say; I, I am the Lord's; and thus shall
everyone say that hath built up churches, and not unto
the LordAnd they shall contend one with another; and their
priests shall contend one with another, and they shall
teach with their learning. and deny the Holy Ghost,
which giveth utterance.
Yea, there shall be many which shaH say: Eat, drink,
and be merry, for tomorrow we die; and it shall be well
with us.
And there shall also be many which shall say: Eat,
drink. and be merry; nevertheless, fear God-he will
justify in committing a little sin; yea, lie a little, take
advantage of their neighbor; there is no harm in this; and
do all these things. for tomorrow we die: and if it so be
that we are guilty. God will beat us with a few slripes,
and at last we shall be saved in the kingdom of God. (2
Nephi 28, 3-4, 7-8)
Vogel sees these passages as describing nineteenth-century
Universalism because the references to "churches" indicate "an
organized group" rather than just "a prevailing attitude" (p. 25).
The problem with Vogel's interpretation that these verses are
directed against the Universa list church is that they do not
contain the view that all people, everywhere. at all times, will be
saved. Verse 7 does not read, "Eat. drink and be merry for
tomorrow we die because every one is saved in the end." Verse
8 does not read, "God ... will justify in committing a little sin .
. . . At last we shall be saved along with everyone else who has
ever lived." The verses do focus on the issue of how God views
sinful acts. Vogel reads into these verses the idea that they are
directed against the concept that all people will be saved. Vogel
also apparently misses the idea in these verses that many
churches are diverging from the truth. Verse 3 speaks not of one
church, but of "churches." Verse 3 indicates "they [the
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churches] shall contend one with another." Verses 7 and 8 indicate that "many [churches] ... shall say ... ,"
The focus here is not on universal salvation, but on whether
sin keeps one from being saved. These passages are therefore
more likely directed against the many denominations that have
existed before and after the nineteenth century. which believe,
"Eat, drink and be merry. for tomorrow we die; and it shall be
well with us" so long as we confess that Jesus is our Lord and
Savior. To the many denominations of "born-again" Christians,
if only a person makes the appropriate confession, that person is
saved; sin or lack of it is irrelevant. These scriptures are far more
compatible with the many modern born-again denominations
than with only the Universalists in the 1820s and 1830s.
Another problem with Vogel's claim that the phrase "Eat,
drink and be merry" is nineteenth-century anti-Universalist
rhetoric is that it is of ancient origin. Variations of it are found in
the Old Testament (Judges 9:27; Judges 19:6; 1 Kings 4:20;
Ecclesiastes 8: 15; Ecclesiastes 9:7; Isaiah 22: 13).16 The phrase
is hardly tailor-made for rhetoric against nineteenth-century
Universalism. The idea of a beating with stripes as payment for
sin is also found in the Old Testament, indicating its ancient origin (Deuteronomy 25:3; 2 Samuel 7: 14; Psalms 89:32; Proverbs
17: 10; Proverbs 19:29; Proverbs 20:30; Isaiah 53:5). Some or
all of these scriptures would have been found in the brass plates
taken from Laban by Nephi in approximately 600 B.C. and
transported to the New World with Lehi and his party (1 Nephi
3:3; I Nephi 4: 18-24).
Similarly. Vogel claims that nineteenth-century antiUniversalist rhetoric is contained in Mormon 8:31, which predicts a time "when there shall be many who will say, Do this, or
do that, and it mattereth not, for the Lord will uphold such at the
last day. But wo unto such, for they are in the gall of bitterness
and in the bonds of iniquity." However, again, this passage
does not speak of universal salvation. The word "such" indicates
that the passage is not concerned with universal salvation, or the
lack of it. If the word such were replaced with the word everyone or the phrase all mankind, Vogel's argument might have
16 Vogel (p. 29) seems to be aware of these scriptures; however, he
does not seem to be aware of the implications: If the phrase "Eat, drink and
be merry for tomorrow we die" is nineteenth-century anti-Universalist
rhetoric in the Book of Mormon, then does the Bible contain nineteenth-cenIUry anti-Universalist rhetoric? Vogel neither asks nor answers this question.
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some logic to it. This passage also seems to apply more to bornagain Christians than to nineteenth-century Universalists. I have
heard several born-again Christians say that they would rather be
a born-again murderer on death row than a good and honest
heathen who has never heard of Jesus. In other words, it does
not maner if you "do this" sin or "do that" sin, for the Lord will
uphold such at the last day (if only they are born again).
Vogel seems to believe that nineteenth-century antiUniversalist rhetoric is found in 2 Nephi 28:22, which says that
in the last days Satan will deceive many because he "telleth them
there is no hell; and he saith unto them: I am no devil, for there
is none." However, this passage does not focus on the issue of
universal salvation, but on the existence of the devil and hell.
Just as plausible as Vogel's explanation that this passage is
nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric is the idea that it is
twentieth-century anti-"American Atheist" rhetoric. 17 This, however, would be an unacceptable explanation for Vogel because
Joseph Smith was completely unaware of the group known as
American Atheists, founded over a century after his death.
Vogel argues that nineteenth-century anti-Universalist
rhetoric is found in the Book of Mormon in Alma I :3-4, where
Nehor exclaims that
every priest and tcacher ought to become popUlar; and
they ought not to labor with their hands, but ... they
ought to be supported by the people. And he also testified unto the people that all mankind should be saved at
rhe lasr day, and that they need not fear nor tremble, but
that they might lift up their heads and rejoice; for the
Lord had created all men, and bad also redeemed all men;
and, in the end, all men should have eternal life.
Vogel bas also discerned that Alma 21:6-9 is directed againslthe
idea "that God will save all men." Here, Vogel at last has found
two Book of Mormon passages directed against the idea of universal salvation. However. are they directed against early nineteenth-century Universalists? Perhaps yes in the broadest sense,
in the same way certain Bible passages indicate that not everyone

17 The organizalion known as American Atheists, founded by
Madalyn Murray O'Hair, ha.<; members in all fifty states .
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will be saved (see, e.g., Psalms 119:94; 18 Proverbs 28: I8;
Jeremi ah 30: 11 ; Ezekiel 36:29; Ephesians 5:5; I Corinthians
6:9; I Peter 4:18). However, there is nothing in these Book of
Mormon or Bible passages indicating that they are directed
against nineteenth-century Universalists. Just as it is certain that
these Bible passages were not written specifically to apply
against nineteenth-ce ntury Universalists, so the Book of
Mormon passages cited by Vogel were not discernibly directed
towards the Universalist fai th in the 1820s and 18305.
In addition, there are some differences between the Nehor
incident in the beginning chapters of Alma and the way those
chapters would necessarily have been written had they been
directed against the Universalist faith. Universalists in the 1820s
and 1830s did not believe that "every priest and teacher ought to
become popular" or that " they ought not to labor with their
hands, but that they ought to be supported by the people." Alma
1:3-4 appears to be directed against behavior more like that of
today's popular televangelists, than against that of the Universalists. However, Vogel would not be pleased with Book of
Mormon passages directed against televangeli sts, because, of
course, televangeli sm was unknown in Joseph Smith's day.
There are even more striking differences between the beliefs
of the Universalists and those of the Amalekites, which indicate
these passages are not directed against nineteenth-cen tury
Universalists. The Universalist church of the nineteenth century
strongly believed in the existence of Jesus as the son of God,
who atoned for the sins of mankind.19 In contrast, the Amale[8 In this passage the Psalmist asks for salvation . He would not have
to ask jf salvation were uni versal.
19 An 1802 convention of the New England Universalists penned the
Winchester Profession, which said in Article II, "We believe that there is
one God, whose nature is Love, revealed in one Lord Jesus Christ, by one
Holy Spirit of Grace, who will finally restore the whole family of mankind
to holiness and happiness." Russell E. Miller, The Larger Hope: The First
Century 0/ the Universalist Church in America, 1770- 1870 (Boston :
Unitarian Universalist Association, 1979).45-46. The profession was based
upon the "Rule of Faith" adopted at the Philadelphia convention of
Universalists in 1790. which states: "We believe that there is one Mediator
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, in whom dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodi ly. who by givi ng himself a ransom for all, hath
redeemed them to God by his blood; and who, by the merit of his death, and
the effi cacy of his spirit, will finally restore the whole human race to happiness . ... We believe ... that the love of God manifested to man in a redeemer." Ibid ., 46.
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kites did not. as shown in the response to Aaron's query,
"Believesl thou that the Son of God shall come 10 redeem
mankind from their sins?" The response was an unequivocal ,
"We do not believe in these foolish traditions" (Alma 21 :7-8). A
careful perusal of the Amalekite belief system in Alma 21 reveal s
morc diffe rences th an si milaritie s between Amalekite and
Universalist beliefs. Although Book of Mormon narratives about
Nehor and the Amalekites contain admonitions against the notion
of universal salvation, they were not directed against the nineteenth-century Universalist church .
Another problem with Vogel's theory that the Book of
Mormon contains rhetoric directed against the nineteenth-century
Universalist church is that most of the passages Vogel cites for
th at propos ition speak to the idea that si n is incompatible with
salvation, rather than the idea that not everyone will be saved. 20
The implicat ion of these Book of Mormon verses is that repentance is crucial to salvat ion , because the Lord will not save people in the ir sins, but will save them from their sin s if they repent
(Alma 7: 14; Alma II :36-37; see also Matthew 1:2 1; James
5:20). These passages address not the dichotomy between limited an d universal salvation , but rather the dichotomy between
salvation by grace alone without regard to sin or works, and salvation as a reward for repentance and keeping God's commandments. This is the familiar Book of Mormon idea that we
are saved by grace, "after all we can do" (2 Nephi 25:23).

Other Flaws in Vogel's Logic: Modern Readers and
Ancient Authors
Vogel provides many quotes for his idea that it was well recognized by both Mormons and non-Mormons that the Book of
Mormon "referred to Universalism" (p. 24). A more accurate
description, however, would be that it was well recognized in
the 1820s and 18305 that the arguments in the Book of Mormon
20 Without any evidence or support for the proposition, Vogel (p. 35)
claims passages directed against salvation by grace atone are somehow really
d irected against the Universalist fa ith (Mosiah 15:26: "the Lord redeemeth
none such that rebel against him and die in their sins"; Mosiah 2:33: " there
is a wo pronounced upon him who ... remaineth and dieth in his sins, the
same drinketh damnation to his own soul; for he receiveth for his wages an
everlasting punishment. having transgressed the law of God contrary to his
own knowledge"; see also 1 Nephi 15:33; 2 Nephi 9:38; Mormon 10:26).
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could be used against the faith and message of the Universalist
Church. From the earliest days, writings considered scripture
have been used by readers to establish doctrine and to correct
perceived errors in lifesty le. " All scripture is given by inspiration
of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof. for correction, for instruction in righteousness" (2 Timothy 3: 16, emphasis added). This does not mean that the current reading audience
is the only intended audience, or even an intended audience at
all. In this century, for instance, many state legislatures perceived the fourth commandment to be applicable to twenticthcentury Americans: "Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy .
. . . . But the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord thy God; in
it thou shalt not do any work" (Exodus 20:8-10). So these legislatures enacted Sunday closing laws. Using Vogel's logic, we
could conclude that the fourth commandment is twentiethcentury anti-Sunday shopping rhetoric. We could likewise determine , as has a rece nt author, that the second commandment,
against worshiping and serving idols. is really rhetoric aimed at
o rgan ized sports in the twentieth century)l Who the intended
audience of a scripture is has rarely been more important to
many churches than in connection with recent decisions about
ordaining women to the c1ergy)2 Some churches have decided
that issue by first determining whether the intended audience of
the Apostle Paul included twentieth-century or only first-century
churches in this verse: "Suffer not a woman to teach, nor to
usurp authority over the man . but to be in silence" (1 Timothy
2: 12). The other relevant scripture was also written by Paul : "Let
your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted
unto them to speak" (l Corinthians 14:34).23 Was Paul employing twentieth-century anti-feminist rhetoric or was he talking
only to the first-century church in Corinth? Perhaps, in stead.
part of the gospel message is feminism. According to some.
Mary the mother of Jesus was a feminist since her "submission
was to God alone. not to Joseph or other male authority fig-

21 Avraham Gileadi. The Last Days: Types and Shadows f rom the
Bible and the Book of Mormon. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1991), 2732.
22 Richard N. Ostling, 'The Second Reformation: Admission to the
Priesthood Is Just One Issue as Feminism Rapidly Emerges as the Most
Vexinf Thorn for C hri stianity," Time (23 November 1993): 53-58.
2
Ibid., 55.
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ures."24 Indeed, usi ng Vogel's logic we could easily argue that
the author of the Testament of Adam had Brigham Young in
mind when he wrote:
Adam, Adam do not fear. You wanted to be a god; I
will make you a god, not right now, but after a space of
many years ..... After three days, while I am in the
tomb, I will raise up the body I received from you. And I
will set you at the right hand of my divinity, and I will
make you a god just like you wanted.25
Since Catholic priests are forbidden to marry and Hare
Krishna adherents are vegetarians, do we find twentieth-century
anti-Hare Krishna and anti-Catholic rhetoric in the writings of
the Apostle Paul? He prophesies that " In the laner times some
shall depart from the faith, ... forbidding to marry, and commanding to abstain from meats, which God hath created to be
received with thanksgiving of them which believe and know the
truth" (1 Timothy 4:1-3). Certainly, each of these examples
demonstrates that scripture can be used to argue the pros and
cons of contemporary issues. But did the writer in each case
have a spec ific, twentieth-century audience in mind when be
wrote? I think not The role of women in society and the church,
human potential, vegetariani sm, celibacy, and a myriad of other
issues have been with us in the past, are with us now, and will
be with us in the future. Is in spired scripture useful in understanding how to decide issues today and in the future? Of
course.
When Vogel ci tes Alexander Campbell, founder of the
Di sc iples of Christ sect, for the idea that the Book of Mormon
"decides all the great con troversies," including "eternal punishment" (p. 27),26 Vogel implies the Book of Mormon was written precisely for frontier Americans in the 1820s and 1830s who
were debating ce rtain religious issues. Would Vogel also say
that the biblical and other passages set forth above, which
address great religious issues of today, were written precisely
for Americans in this century? Of course not. Are the Bible pas24 Richard N. Ostling, " Handmaid or Feminist?" Time (30 December
1991),62-Q6.
5 James H. Charleswonh, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2
vols. (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1983), 1:994.
26 Citing Alexander Campbell , Millennial Harbinger (February 1831):
93 (emphasis added).
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sages which indicate that there is a devil and that not everyone is
saved also nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric? (See,
e.g., Malachi 2: 17; Luke 8: 12; 2 Thessalonians 2: 11- 12). Vogel
would never admit this because he believes these passages are
unquestionably of ancient origin. Yet his methodology would
lead to the un sound conclusion that any document containing
anti-Universalist rhetoric must be nineteenth century in origin.
Applied to the Book of Mormon, Vogel's methodology
amounts to this: Any Book of Mormon scripture which implies
that not that everyone is saved must be nineteenth-century antiUniversalist rhetoric. This is poor logic-demonstrably wrong.

Conclusion
In his conclusion, Vogel questions "whether ancient
American cultures could have debated Universalism in a manner
that would have been meaningful to those in early nineteenthcentury America" (p. 47). However, the idea of universal salvation was not born in the nineteenth century, nor anywhere close
to that lime. Vogel himself acknowledges that "universal salvation was debated as early as the second century" (p. 27 n. 8). He
acknowledges that Clement of Alexandria and Origen, in the second and third centuries respectively, "held the possibility of even
Satan being restored" (p. 27 n. 8). But the idea of universal salvation was around far earlier than this. Some of our earliest
extant writings attest to it. Carved on the wall of the tomb of
Nefer-hotep at Thebes (Tomb No. 50), dating to the reign of
Hor-em- heb (about 1349-1319 B.c.), is a text that sets forth the
ancient Egyptian belief that, upon death, all find a fulfillment of
the good thing s of this life.27 Regarding the peaceful place to
which the Egyptians believed that the soul goes after death. in a
sacred writing entitled "The Good Fortune of the Dead," we find
it written, " All our kinsfolk rest in it since the first day of time.
They who are to be, for millions of millions. will all have come
to it. .. . There exists not one who fails to reach yon place . ...
Welcome safe and sound!"28 Early Zoroastrianism likewise
27 "The Good Fortune of the Dead," in James B. Prichard, ed.,
Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3d ed.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974). 33-34; see also A. H.
Gardiner, The Attirude of the Ancient Egyptians to Death and the Dead
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1935),32.
28 "The Good Fortune of the Dead," in ibid., 34 (emphasis added).
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contained the idea of universal salvation. 29 There are also Old
Testament passages which have been interpreted as authority for
the idea of universal salvation.30 These would have been familiar to Lehi and his descendants as part of the brass plates taken
to the New World. which were part of the Nephite culture
(I Nephi 19:21-23; Alma 37:3-4). It is not surprising. therefore, that ancient American cultures, or any others for that
matter, have discussed and debated universal salvation. After all,
"Salvation may truly be said to be in some sense the ultimate
cOllcern of all religion , even those religions which do not envisage the need of a savior apart from man himself."3! And by all
religion , we certainly include the Jewish faith from its inception,
and the religions of ancient American cultures.
Vogel's method of attempting to show that the Book of
Mormon co ntains rhetoric directed against the Universalist
church of the 1820s and 1830s is plainly not sound. Vogel simply takes the position that any Book of Mormon scripture which
is inconsistent with the idea of universal salvation must be nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric. We can see the fallacy
of Vogel 's reasoning clearly when it is applied to other ancient
texts. Certainly, Vogel would not claim that all Bible passages
that are inconsistent with the idea of universal salvation amount
to nineteenth-century anti-Universalist rhetoric. Nor should he.

29 George A. Mather and Larry A. Nichols. "Un itarian-Universalist
Association (UAA) History," Dictionary a/Cults, Sects, Religion:.. and the
Occult (Grand Rapids: Harper Collins, 1993),286.
30 Exodus 6:6; Deuteronomy 9:26; 21 :8; Psalm 130:8; Isaiah 52: 10,
43 : !; 44:22; 45: 17, all Israel to be redeemed; olher passages have been
interpreted 10 mean that all mankind will be saved (Isaiah 50:2; 52:3; Hosea
13:14; I Samuel 14:6; I Chronicles 16:23; Psalm 28:9; Isaiah 25:9, 35:4;
45:8; 49:6; see also Paul Heinisch, Theology 0/ the Old Testament (St.
Paul : North Central Publishing, 1955), 12, God's covenant with Abraham
did not involve Abraham only, or Israel only, but promoted "the divine plan
for universal salvation" (emphasis added); James H. Charlesworth, ed., The
Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1983),
I :302, Israel , gentiles. and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation or
God.
31 Alan Richardson. "Sa lvat ion , Savior," in The lllfuprerer's
Dictionary 0/ the Bible: All Illustmted Ellc),clopedia, 5 vols. (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1980).4: 168-81 (emphasis added).

Brent Lee Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical
Assumptions about Book of Mormon Historicity."
Dialogue 26/3 (Fall 1993): 154-84.

An Apologist for the Critics:
Brent Lee Metcalfe's Assumptions and Methodologies
Reviewed by William 1. Hamblin
Methodological discussions have become commonplace in
Mormon studies. Yet a solid and detailed examination oflhe presupposi tions, methods, arguments, and conclusions of the various readings of the Book of Mormon would still be very usefuLl Unfortunately, Brent Lee Metcalfe's "Apologetic and
Critical Assumptions about Book of Mormon Historicity," provides such a dislorted and confused presentation of these issues
that it obscures rather than enlightens) For me, the fundamental
question is: Why are there such radically different explanatory
models for the origin of the Book of Mormon? These models
differ in both causal explanation-who wrote the Book of
Mormon-and in interpretation-what is the original meaning of
the text.
Essentially, the different interpretations of the origin of the
Book of Mormon are based on five factors: (I) the surv iving
historical data is insufficient to answer many key questions, (2)
much oflhe surviving hi storical data is contradictory (e.g., antiThe wider debate over the methods and presuppositions of historians has attracted considerable allemion in the Latter-day Saint community .
George D. Smi th, ed., Faithful History: Essays on Writing Mormon
History (Salt Lake City; Signature Books, 1992), contains a selection of essays-unfortunately not always the best examples-from differing perspectives, with additional references. Louis C. Midgley provides, from a tradi donal perspective, a complete bibliography with annotations of the debate
in his forthcoming Mapping Contemporary Mormon Historiography: An
Annotated Bibliography, 1950-1992, which includes 279 works by 102 authors.
2
Brent Lee Metcalfe, "Apologetic and Critical Assumptions about
Book of Mormon Historici ty," Dialogue 26/3 (Fall 1993): 154- 84.
Metcalfe's approach is typical of a new and virulent strain of anti-Mormons
who are secular in their presuppositions. scholarly in their pretensions, and
deceptive in their presentations.
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Mormon vs. Mormon views of Joseph Smith), (3) the issues
relating to the origin of the Book of Mormon are highly controversial, (4) some fundamental issues (e.g .• what Joseph really
saw in the First Vision) cannot ultimately be resolved by historical methodologies, and (5) there are several inherently incompatible sets of presuppositions underlying the different interpretations of the origin of the Book of Mormon. Metcalfe apparently
feels that none of these five factors is of great significance, and
does not address them directly. Instead. he provides a different
explanation as to why there are multiple interpretations for the
origin of the text. The main thrust of Metcalfe's paper is to
demonstrate that all scholars who believe in and defend the
proposition that the Book of Mormon is an authentic ancient
document are merely "apologists." whose methodology is
flawed and whose conclusions are erroneous)
This is in stark and polar contrast with those Metcalfe deems
"critical scholars," who unanimously believe that the Book of
Mormon is a nineteenth-century document. In Metcalfe's
Manichaean and reductionistic world view, the complexity surrounding the debate over the origin and meaning of the Book of
Mormon is reduced to one issue: who uses or fails to use the
proper methodology (as defined by Metcalfe). Yet Metcalfe's
evidence and argumentation cannOI bear the burden of his
proposition. His argument rests on the fallacy of a false
dichotomy:4 although he admits that some apologists may be
3
The paradigm devised by Metcalfe is a continuation of an assault
by secularized Mormons against their believing critics. For an earlier
description of the methods of supposedly uncritical "apologists," see
Anthony A. Hutchinson, "Latter-day Saint Approaches 10 the Holy Bible."
Dialogue 1511 (Spring 1982): 99-124. Edward H. Ashment has recently
denounced his intellectual rivals as mere "apologists" ("Historiography of
the Canon," in Smith, ed., Faithful History, 281-301). Metcalfe's article is
in some respects an inferior version of the arguments laid out by David P.
Wright, "Historical Criticism: A Necessary Element in the Search for
Religious Truth." Sunstone 16J3 (September 1992): 28-38, which, despite
its many problems (see my "The Final Step," Sunstone 16/5 (January
1993}:11-12), is more cogent than Metcalfe's article. For Wright, those
who accept the antiquity of the Book of Mormon are "traditionalists."
Apologist is a neulral term; hence Wright talks of a "post-critical apologetic" category (35a), in which he places himself. Metcalfe fails to acknowledge the dependence of his paradigm on these and other earlier works.
"The fallacy of false dichOlOmous questions is a special form of
4
the falJacy of many questions .... Dichotomy is a division into two parts.
If it is properly drawn. the parts are mutually ellclusive and collectively ell-
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scholars of sorts,S he nonetheless maintains that "apologist" and
"critical scholar" are mutually exclusive categories. Thi s false
dichotomy arises from his failure to define his key lerms.6 In
order to understand the fundamental flaws in Metcalfe' s argument, we must examine his implicit definitions of the key terms
critical scholar and apologist.

What Is the Critical-Historical Method?
What are Metcalfe's definitions of a "critical scholar" and the
"critical metbod "? Unfortunately, be never explicitly tells us
what these terms mean. Perhaps he assumes that the definitions
are so widely accepted that they require no comment. If so, he is
mistaken.
Given the variety of the meanings that have been
associated with " historical criticism," it will be obvious
that any attempt to examine its claims must begin with a
definition that limits it. It seems sensible too to define
historical criticism in terms of its aim rather than in terms
of its method, on the grounds that the aim should define
the method rather than the method the aim, and that,
while methods are likely to change as our knowledge and
ski ll change, the aim should remain more or less the
same .... Historical critici sm is criticism that tries to
read past works of literature in the way in which they
were read when they were new .1
One finds no suc h sophist icated approach to historical criticism
in Metcalfe. Rather, Metcalfe believes that a critical scholar is not
only o ne who uses proper methodology, but one who

hausli ve, so that Ihere is no overlap, no opening in the middle, and nothing
omitted al either end." David H. Fischer, Historians' Fallacies: Toward a
Logic oj Historical Thought (New York: Harper & Row, 1970),9- 10.
5
"I do not consider 'apologists' and 'scholars' mutually exclusive
[categories)" (p. 155 n. 9).
6
In severalleuers to Metcalfe I requested clarification on these and
other poinb. In response he said he doubted the sincerity of my auempb to
clarify my understanding of his definitions. refused to answer my questions.
and forbade me from quoting from his private correspondence.
7
J. R. de J. Jackson, Historical Criticism and the Meaning o/Texts
(New York: Routledge. 1989),3 (emphasis added).
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approaches the evidence with a certain set of presuppositions,
and arrives at the proper conclusions (as defined by Metcalfe).
He re , however, one has to ask: Is there a single correct
methodology universally recognized by all sc holars as the only
"critical" methodology? In one of the most recent summaries of
the current state of methodological issues in biblical studies,
William Baird tell s us:
Looking back over thi s methodological variety [in
biblical st udies], one may wonder what method s are
most appropriate .... The choice of method(s) can best
be made in response to the questions which the interpreters bring..
. Thi s survey suggests that the
Enlightenment model of historical critici sm has become
increasingly proble matic. The variety of critical proposals indicatcs a current quest for a new paradigm which
has yet to be reali zed.1i
Thus, according to Baird, Metcalfe's strong faith in the only correct methodology as the key to answering hi storical questions is
misplaced and is not shared by many and perhaps even most
modern philosophers of history .
Si nce Metca lfe gives us no precise idea of the "critical
met hod" and how it should be applied, I am forced to infer that,
for him , the "critical method" is his method. Functionally, only
those who agree with Metcalfe are practitioners of the proper
methodology; those who disagree with Metcalfe are mere
"apologists." Thi s shou ld become clear as thi s essay proceeds.
Fortunately, David Wright has provided a more detailed
criticism of the supposed failure of traditionalists to use critical
8
"B iblical C riticism," in David Noel Freedman, ed ., The Anchor
Bible Diclionary, 6 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1:736 (hereafter
cited as ABO), pare ntheses in the origi nal. Note that Baird here agrces with
Jackson that the questions or goals of the historian determine whieh method
is most appropriate. Edward H. Ashment- whom Metcalfe c ites with approval (182 n. 89)--has recently explicitly defended Enlightenment historiography as "similar to that of today's schol arly world" ("Historiography of
the Ca non," in Smith, cd .. Faithful Hislory, 287). Unfortunately,
Ashment's conversion to the Enlightenment comes only a couple of centuries too late. It reminds me of a student at BYU who recently decided to
become a Marxist just as everyone else in the world was abandoning that
fai led ideology. For a review of Ashment's appalling essay, see Gary
Novak's comme nts in Review of Books 011 the Book of Mormon 5 (1993):
244-49.
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methodology. Wright informs us that a "defining element of the
critical mode [is1 a willingness on the part of the researcher to
acknowledge the possibility that historical matters may be different from what is claimed by a text and the tradition surrounding
it."9 I quite agree. To analyze the text of the Book of Mormon
we must consider the possibility that it may not be an ancient
record. This does not, however, compel us to conclude that it
must be a nineteenth-century record. Having considered the
possibility of a nineteenth-century origin for the text, and having
carefully analyzed the evidence, I find a plausible case can be
made for the antiquity of the Book of Mormon. Why does this
make me an "apologist"? In what element of the critical method
have I failed? Is it that I have come to the wrong conclusion
about the text, as judged by Metcalfe? Because my conclusions
differ from those of the secularized interpreters, they argue that
my methodology must be flawed. For this reason I have elsewhere argued that
secularists are unwilling to admit that it is possible to
examine precisely the same evidence that they have seen,
using precisely the same rigorous methods of inquiry,
and yet come to honest, rational, and defensible conclusions concerning the historical questions surrounding the
documents that differ from theirs. 10

What Is an Apologist?
Exactly the same uncertainty that we have noted with regard
to "critical-historical method" is found in Metcalfe's use of the
word apologist. Let us first look at the general use of the term. I I
Apologia is a Greek term meaning literally speaking in defense
of or in behalf of someone. It could be used in Greek to refer to
lawyers making a case-an apology or defense-for their

9
Wright. "Historical Criticism." 29a.
10 Hmnblin. "The Final Step," Ilc.
I I For the standard range of meaning in English, see J. A. Simpson
and E. S. C. Weiner. The Oxford English Dictionary. 20 vols. (Oxford:
Clarendon. 1989). 1:553-54. Nowhere in all the related entries is there a
discussion of failure to use critical methodologies as a characteristic of
apologetics. nor do they indicate that apologetics is the opposite of critical
scholarship.
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clients. 12 In its broadest sense, then, apo logetics is sim ply the
defense o f an intellectual posi tion . Under this defin ition ,
Metcalfe and other secularized critics of the Book of Mormon are
themselves apologists-they defend the position that the Book
of Mormon is a nineteenth-century document. It is quite clear,
however, that Metcalfe is not using the term in its most basic
sense.
In the second century A.D., the term apology deve lo ped a
spec ifically religiou s connotation. The Christian "Apologi sts"
included Church Fathers such as Justin Martyr, Aristides. Melito
of Sardis, Minuci us Felix, Tatian , and Tertullian. 13 The term
then took o n the broader sense of anyone who defends hi s relig ion aga in st attacks. For example, T. W. Crafer defines apologetic s as " the Christian defense against attack by nonC hri stian s ." 14 But I seriou sly doubt Metcalfe intended "the
Mormon defense against attacks by non-Mormons" as his definition of apologetics.
A passage in The Oxford Dictionary of Christianity sheds
some light on the definition of apologist:
Th e defence of the Christian faith on intellectual
grounds . . . . It is not generally claimed that the essential
truth of Christianity is certainly demonstrable by purely
logical or scientific methods, but it is maintained that it is
possible to show by these means that its acceptance is
entirely in accordance with the demands of reason. 15
By analogy, Mormon apologetics would be the "defen se of
[Mormonism] on intellectual grounds" by attempting to de monstrate that the basic ideas of Mormonism are "e ntirely in accordance with the demands of reaso n." Needless to say there is
nothing here which wou ld lead o ne to believe that apologists
must perforce abandon proper critical methodology; on the contrary , if the beli efs of Mormoni sm are to be shown to be " in
12 He nry G. Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek·English Lexicon
(Oxford : Clarendon, 1968), 207b-208a; G. W. H. Lampe, A Patrij.·tic Greek
Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 196 1), 200b-20 Ia.
13 Johannes Quasten, Patrology: Vol J, The Beginnings of Patristic
Literature (Westminster, MD: Newman, 1950), 186-253.
14 "Apologetics," in James Hastings, ed" Encyclopaedia of Religion
and Ethics, 13 vols. (New York: Scribner's Sons, 1908), 1:6 12.
IS F. L. Cross and E. A. Li vingstone, The Oxford Dictionary of
Christiatlily,2d cd. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974),73 .
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accordance with the demands of reason," then the use of proper
modern historical and other methodologies would seem to be a
prerequisite. Under thi s definition, I am an "apolog ist"; indeed, I
am proud to be a defender of the Kingdom of God.

Metcalfe's Idiosyncratic Definitions
U nfortunately, Metcalfe does not use the term in this fashion, either. 1 find the best description of Metcalfe 's implicit def-

inition of an "apologist" to be Peter Novick's description of the
opposite of an objective historian:

The objective hi storian's role is that of a neutral, or
disinterested, judge; it must never degenerate into that of

advocate or, even worse, propagand ist [here we might
instead in sert Metca lfe's word, apologist] . . . .
Objectivity is held to be at grave risk when hi story is
written for utilitarian purposes. One corollary of all of
this is that historians, as historians, must purge themselves of external loyalties: the historian' s primary allegiance is to "the objective historical truth."16
Thus, for Metcalfe, the great si n of the "apologists" is that
they are advocates of a poSition-that the Book of Mormon is an
authentic ancient historical document-which happens to run
counter to Metcalfe's world view. Metcalfe provides us with two
passages which indi cate that I have correctly understood his
underlying definition of apologetics. He seems to use the terms
apologist and traditionalist interchangeably; if so, we learn that
.. 'traditionalism' is distinguished . . . by belief that the Book of
Mormon is only true if the personalities and events it describes
were objectively real" (p. 154). Thus, for Metcalfe, apologetics
is linked with belief in the hi storicity of the Book of Mormon. It
seems that, for MetcaJfe, this is the definitive characteristic of an
apologist. This, of course, is mere special pleading based on
conclusions, not methods.
Another passage from hi s essay also leads me to thi s understanding. Metcalfe asserts that "one non-LOS biblical sc holar
[Daniel Patte1 has noted that for such interpreters [Christians
16 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" alld
the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 1988),2.
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who Metcalfe feels resemble Latter-day Saint "apologists"] 'truth
and historicity are so much identified with each other that [they
are] led to conclude: if it is tme (according to my faith), it is
historical''' (p. 154 n. 4).17
However, Metcalfe's equation of Latter-day Saint scholars
with the substance of Patte's critique is problematic on several
levels. First, it is quite clear that Patte is not explicitly talking
about Latter-day Saints. In fact, Patte is discussing some types
of Christian fundamentalists, as a full quotation of his remarks
clearly indicates. "For this [Christian ) fundamentalist exegete,
truth and historici ty are so much identified with each other that
he is led to conclude: if it is true (according to my faith), it is
historical."18 Metcalfe provides absolutely no rationale for his
equation of Lauer-day Saint presuppositions with those of this
Christian fundamentalist. 19 But, unfortunately for Metcalfe, no
matter how much he would like it, Latter-day Saints are neither
scriptural nor revelatory inerrantists. Indeed, Metcalfe fails to
demonstrate that the type of fundamentalist argument described
by Patte has ever been used by any Latter-day SainC20 He has
simply found a secu lar scholar (Patte) who accuses Christian
fundamentali sts of a certain belief. Metcalfe then asserts that
Patle's argument should be extended to Latter-day Saint
"apo logi sts," who are also somehow guilty of usi ng the same
argument simply because bOlh happen 10 be believers in the his-

toricity of something controversial.
Exactly what is it that Patte's fundamentalists are accused of
believing? It turns out that Patte has in mind the historicity of the
resurrection of Jesus. Interestingly, Anthony A. Hutchinsonwhom Metcalfe clearly accepts as a critical scholar-now admits
that "the power of a myth about redemption through Christ cru17 C iting Daniel Palle, What Is Structural Exegesis? (Ph iladelphia:
Fonress Press, 1976). 7.
J8
Patte, What Is Structurat Exegesis? 7.
J9
I believe that Metcalfe implicitly attributes inerrantist presuppositions to his "apologists." Throughout his paper an underlying assumption
on his part seems to be that if he can demonstrate that a prophet. scripture .
or visionary experience is not infallible, it is therefore not inspired at all.
For example, Metcalfe argues against what he apparently perceives as an
"apologetic·· position, that "prophetic experience is infallible" (p. 175).
2{f Indeed, Palle himself provides no example of a Christian fundamentalist who actually makes the argument Palle claims they make. The
entire issue seems 10 be a straw man devised by Palle, and transferred by
Metcalfe to attack his Latter-day Saint rivals.
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cified and resurrected . .. seems to me directly dependent on
whether Jesus in fact died and then bodily reappeared to his dis~
c ipJes."21 If Hutchinson can make such a claim-which in fact
is far closer to the argument critiqued by Patte than is the histori-

cal argument for the antiquity of the Book of Mormon-and still
remain a critical sc holar, according to Metcalfe, why are those
who accept the hi stori city of the Book of Mormon mere
"apologists"? Mu st not Hutchin son also be classified an
"apologist," because he insists on the hi storicity of the res urrec-

tion?
Actuall y, neither I nor any of my colleagues would ever

assert the proposition: " if it is true, it is historical." There are, of
cou rse, a wide range of truths which are ahistorical (truths of
mathematics, physics, moral or philosophical truths, etc.). I
would not even claim, "if it is historical, it is true." For instance,
I believe that the Buddha really lived- he is hi storical; likewise,
Buddhism is historical. But I am not there fore a BuddhistBuddhism is not true even though Buddha was hi storical. What
I might argue-under certain condition s which I discuss
below-is: " If it is not hi storical, it is noltrue."
Throughout hi s entire discussion, Metcalfe has provided no
evidence that any of hi s "apologists" make the assumption he
contends is faulty. Since belief in this assumption seems to be
the basis for the crit ique of his "apologists," and since those
scholars who annoy Metcalfe make no such claim, his critique
collapses. Fundamentally, Metcalfe lumps scholars together into
a single category who both employ a wide range of presuppositions and who use a range of methodologies, simply because
they believe in the hi stori city of something. With hi s logic, we
could call those who believe in the historicity of the Trojan War
"Homeric apologists."
In fact, Metcalfe hedges on his definition by granting that hi s
so-called "apologists" "occasionally employ limited critical perspectives but only to promote traditionalist assumptions of historicit y [of the Book of Mormon]" (p. IS3). 1 am not sure what
this phrase means, but I think he is simply saying that believers
in the antiquity of the Book of Mormon use critical scholarly
methodologies to support their position. In other words they are
2! "The Word of God Is Enough," in Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New
Approaches to rhe Book of Mormon: Explorarions in Critical Methodology
(Salt Lake C ity: Signature Books, 1993), 5. I would like to learn if
Metcalfe accepts Hutchinson's proposition.
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critical schol ars after all---or would be if they only came to the
right conclusions (read: agreed with Metcalfe).
Metcalfe further admits that he does "not consider
'apologists' and 'scholars' mutually exclusive; while a scholar
may be an apologist, alI apologists are not scholars" (p. 155
n. 9). But the two elements of his statement appear to be logically contradictory:
Some scholars are apologists.
All apologists are not scholars.
Metcalfe seems to mean that , "while a scholar may be an
apologist, not all apologists are scholars." If I have understood
him correctly, I am at a loss to discover what all the fuss is
about. If an "apologist" (i.e., for Metcalfe, one who believes in
the historicity of the Book of Mormon) can also employ "critical
perspectives," then there is no absolute antithesis between the
use of critical methodologies and belief in the historicity of the
Book of Mormon. The methodological errors pointed out by
Metcalfe are therefore not inherent in the "apologetic" world
view, but are the personal errors of individual scholars, for
which they alone are respons ible. I will readily grant that scholars who accept the historicity of the Book of Mormon make
errors in their analysis. But the same is of course true for scholars who accept a nineteenth-cen tury origin. However, as I have
argued elsewhere:
If a Latter-day Saint writes a bad book filled with
fallacious arguments about the Book of Mormon, it does
not automaticall y become the normati ve "Mormon position" for which all Latter-day Saints are ever after
responsible. Furthermore, the existence of a bad book on
the Book of Mormon does not prove th at good books
cannot or have not been written. Fallacious arguments
can be given for true propositions. By proving that certain fallacious arguments have been presented to support
the proposition that the Book of Mormon is authentic
hi story, [a criti c has] not thereby demonstrated that the
basic proposition itself is false. [He has] only shown that
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the proposition has not been proven by those fallacious
arguments. 22
As I see it, Metcalfe's claims are cognitively meaningless,

because they are tautological. For Metcalfe, anyone who disagrees with him by accepting the historicity of the Book of
Mormon is an "apologist," while those who agree with Metcalfe
by rejecting the antiquity of the book are "critical scho lars."23 A
more transparently obscurantist and self-servi ng case of special
pleading is difficult to imagine.24

The Credentials of the Apologists
Metcalfe's identification of his ideological opponents as
"apologists" becomes even more problematic when we examine
the variety of internati o nal scholarly activities of those
"apolog is ts."25

22 William J. Hamblin, rev iew of Jerald and Sandra Tanner,
Archaeology and the Book of Mormon, in Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 5 (1993): 258-59.
23 In order to clarify this matter. I asked Metcalfe in a personal leiter
to provide an example of someone who believed in the historicity of the
Book of Mormon but was not an apologist. In response he provided me an
example of someone who did not believe in the historicity of the Book of
Mormon, but who was an apologist. When I pointed out his misreading of
my question and asked for clarification, he refused further correspondence on
the matter.
24 Metcalfe is following traditional anti-Mormons who describe
those who support their position as "scholars," and those who disagree with
their position as "apologists." For examples, see Daniel C. Peterson,
"Chattanooga Cheapshot, or the Gall of Bitterness," in Review of Books on
the Book of Mormon 5 (1993): 14- 19,77 n. 170. Charles M. Larson is an
interesting case in point. According to John Gee, "A Tragedy of Errors,"
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon (1992) 4:101 n. 24, "Larson's
view of [Edward H.J Ashmen! is ambivalent at best. He cannot seem to
make up his mind whether Ashment is 'a respected LDS Egyptologist' (p.
128), a fellow apostate (pp. 147- 78), or one of a number of 'LDS apologists' (p. 164). When Ashme nt agrees wi th Larson, Larson speaks well of
him; when Ashment does not, Larson does not." Let me clarify this matter
for Mr. Larson. Ashment is not an Egyptologist; rather, he is an insurance
salesman who once studied Egyptology at Chicago.
25 None of the societies, journals. ed itors, or publishers listed below
are associated with Monnon studies. If I added books, articles, and presentations on specifically Lancr-day Saint topics the li st could be funhcr
expanded.
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The "apologists" mentioned by Metcalfe include scholars
who have received doctorates or law degrees from Berkeley,
Brown, Duke, Florida State, Harvard, the University of
California at Los Angeles, the University of Michigan, and the
University of Utah.26
Some of Metcalfe's "apologists" have presented papers at
conferences such as those of the American Academy of
Religion, the American Association for Italian Studies, the
American History Association, the American Oriental Society,
the American Research Center in Egypt, the British Association
for Jewish Studies, the British Society of Middle Eastern
Studies, the Congress of Asian and North African Studies,
Societe internationale d'histoire des sciences et de la philosophic
arabes et islamiques, the Jewish Law Association, the Medieval
Academy, the Middle East Studies Association, the National
Association of Professors of Hebrew, the Society for the Study
of Islamic Philosophy and Science, Society for the Study of the
Crusades and the Latin East, the Society of Biblical Literature,
the Society of Christian Philosophers. the US Naval History
Symposium, and the World History Association. These presentations have been given in Jerusalem, Hamburg, Liverpool,
London, Paris, Toronto, and throughout the United States.
Books written by Metcalfe's "apologists" have been published by such organizations as the American Institute of Islamic
Studies, E. J. Brill, Edwin Mellen Press, Eisenbrauns.
Gerstenbcrg Verlag, HarperColiins, the Pontifical Biblical
Institute, and Scholars Press.
Articles written by some of the "apologists" have appeared in
or been accepted by such journals and encyclopedias as the
American Neptune, The Anchor Bible Dictionary, The
Encyclopedia of Islam, The International Military Encyclopedia,
The Encyclopedia of Judaism, Incognita, The Journal for the
SCientific Study of Religion, The Middle East Studies Bullelin,
The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Middle East, Review of
Religious Research, and World History Bulletin, as well as
contributions to numerous edited books.
Now, I am the first to admit that having a doctorate, presenting papers, publishing articies, and writing books is no guaran26 By comparison, Metcalfe himself is an autodidact who never attended college. He has published and given presentations only within
provincial liberal Lauer-day Saint circles. (This does not, of course, mean
that his ideas are necessarily wrong.)
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tee of intelligence, good sense, use of proper methodology, academic rigor, correct interpretation, or the discovery of truth. But
it does lead one to be somewhat suspicious of the criteria being
used by Metcalfe to critique the scholarship of professional academics whose work has been so widely accepted and published
in international scholarly circles. On the face of it, it seems clear
that Metcalfe's "apologists" are quite capable of producing professional scholarly work. If so, Metcalfe must provide an expla-

nation for their apparent schizophrenia-are they capable of
using proper historical methodology only when dealing with

non-Latter-day Saint topics, while seemingly reverting to uncrit·
ical apologetics when discussing Latter·day Saint lOpics? If
Metcalfe wishes lO advance this hypothesis, he will once again
engage in special pleading: the "apologists" are perfectly capable
of scholarship-except when they disagree with Metcalfe.
What Are the Major Assumptions in Book of Mormon
Studies?
1 believe we arrive at a more accurate understanding of the
problems surrounding interpretation of the Book of Mormon by
examining governing assumptions for different interpretative
models. As I see it, there are five major competing explanatory
models or paradigms. Each of these is distinguished from the
others by differing sets of assumptions, as summarized in Table
I. I believe that Metcalfe fails lO distinguish between these
approaches. Instead, Metcalfe reduces the complexity of the
issue into a dualistic battle between (bad) apologists and (good)
critical scholars.
I have given the following names to the five major
paradigms: evangelical, doctrinal traditionalist, historical tradi·
tionalist, theistic naturalist, and secular naturalist. 27 The dis·
tinguishing characteristics and assumptions of these five
paradigms can be discovered by noting the answers to five
questions.

27 There are, of course, subunits within each paradigm. For example.
there are numerous possible variants within the secular naturalist paradigm
as a whole. the major point of differentiation being whether Joseph Smith
was sincere but deluded, or a lying charlatan (as per Brodie). Thus, my
model can be useful only when remembering it is also an oversimplifica~
tion.
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Table I. Basic Assumptions in Book of Monnon Studies

1. Does God Exist? This is a basic question for anyone
attempting to deal with rel igious phenomena. It fundamentally
colors all interpretations given to hi storical data. If God is presumed to exist then he may be able to act, not only in a directly
causal fashion (miracles, control of historical forces), but also in
a revelatory fashion-by revealing his will, his commandments,
and information which a prophet would not ordinarily know.
The evangelical, doctrinal traditionalist, historical traditionalist,
and thei st ic naturalist paradigms all presume the existence of
God; the secular naturalist paradigm is technically agnostic, but
functionally atheistic, presuming that all historical phenomenon
can and should be explained as if God did not exist.
2. Does God Intervene in the World in Supernatural Ways?
Just as important as the question of the existence of God is the
question of the nature of God's intervention in the world. If God
exists, how does he interact with humans? What types of events
can he cause to happen? What hi storical processes can he control? What type of information can he reveal, and in what ways?
The evangelicals, doctrinal traditionalists. and historical tradi-
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tionalists all agree that God intervenes in history in miraculous
ways. The secular naturalists reject this.
The position of the theistic naturali sts concerning supernatural events is compl ex and somewhat ambi guous. I believe that,
in practice, most theistic naturalists use precisely the same envi·
ronmental and naturalistic arguments in explaining the origins of
the Book of Mormo n as do the seculari sts: Both agree that the
work derives solel y from the nineteenth century . usually with
Joseph Smith as the sole author. For thi s reason 1 have el sewhere called theisti c naturali sts "soft " secularists.28 Thu s,
although the theistic naturali sts insist that God can theoretically
intervene in history, they often redefine the nature and range of
God's possible interve ntio n in such a way as to make their
causal explanations functionally indi stinguishable from those of
the secular naturalists. For example , many theistic naturalistsparalleling Korihor and Sherem----deny the possibility (or, at
least, the reality) of true predictive prophecy.29 They then insist
that all examples of predictive prophecy must be anachronisti cwritten after the events prophes ied. Therefore, they date ancient
texts containing predictive prophecy to accommodate this world
vi ew. For exa mple , when Isaiah accurately describes the
Babylonian capti vity, the text is automatically dated to after the
Babylonian capti vity . When hi storical traditionalists reject the
validity of this line of reasoning for dating a particular text, we
are accused of rejecting "critica l methodology." This is circular
reasoning at its finest.
3. Is the Book oj Mormon Ancient? On this question the
evangelical s, and both theistic and sec ular naturali sts. arc in
agreement that the text deri ves from the nineteenth century,
while the doctrinal and the historical traditionalists insist that the
nineteenth-century English text is a tran slation of an ancient
record .
4. Is the Book of Mormon Inspired? Doctrinal and historical traditionalists, and theistic naturalists, all agree that the Book
28 Hamblin, "The Final Step," Ila.
29 Wright, '·Historical Critic ism," 3 1-33. Others have presented similar interpretations: Anthony Hutchinson. "Hope and Fulfillment in an
Inspi red Communi ty," in Dan Vogel. ed., The Word 0/ God: Essays on
Mormon Sc riprure (Salt Lake City: Signature Books. 1990), 29-42;
Geoffrey f. Spencer, "A Rei nterpretation of Inspiration, Revelation and
Scripture," in Vogel, ed., The Word o/God. 19-27; Richard P. Howard,
"Lauer-day Scriptures and the Doctrine of Propositional Revelation," in
Vogel. ed., The Word o/God, 1- 18.
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of Mormon is inspired, while the evangelicals and the secular
naturalists reject its inspiration. The position of the theistic naturalists, however, is much more ambiguous than it at first seems;
I believe that most theistic naturalists limit God's intervention in
hi story to the creation of vague interior emotional states.30 As I
have described elsewhere:
"Soft" sec ulari sts [or thei st ic naturali sts], while
admitting that God exists, refuse to allow him to intervene in the world in any meaningful way. The result is
that in analyzing historical events or texts, one can effectivel y di smiss God as a causal factor. Thu s, Wright' s
statement that "the main theoretical recommendation for
the critical mode is that it is consistent: it treats all media
of human discourse-secular and holy- in the same
way" (29b) is another way of say ing that Wright's
"critical mode" denies God's meaningful intervention in
history; all texts are therefore made by humans, with no
authentic (i.e., propositional) revel ation from God. If the
existence of authentic revelation is denied, then revelation can be redefined so as to be reduced to state s of
mind that can be di smissed as internally induced by hard
secularists. God's permitted behavior is limited to creating some vague emmion that is psychologically indistinguishable from creative genius. imagination, feeling
good, or falling in 10ve.3 l
For the purely historical questions surrounding the Book of
Mormon , the theislic naturali st paradigm which posits Joseph as
an inspired author of a ninetee nth-century text, and the secular
naturalist paradigm which posits Joseph as an unin spired author
of a nineteenth-century text, are functionally equivalent, si nce
both account for the origin of the text in precisely the same way.
The only difference is that the theistic naturalists add God as an
additional final link in the causal chain-an addition which the
secular naturali sts reject as superfluous. In theory this seems to
be a sign ificant difference, but in practice, when pressed on the
maller, theistic naturalists generally find it difficult to identify
30 II would be useful to have theistic naturalists draw up a list of
"miracles" in early Latter-day Sai nt history wh ich are more than interior
psychological states of mind.
31 Hamblin , "The Final Step," Ita, ci ting Wright , "Historical
Cri ticism."
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specific historical events surrounding the coming forth of the
Book of Mormon which they view as supernatural.32
In this regard, an unfortunate recent development has been
the attempt to redefine inspiration in a way that allows some
secular naturalists to proclaim their belief in the "inspired" nature
of the Book of Mormon, while failing to mention that, incidentally, they are not sure that there even is a God. Metcalfe is an
example of tbis phenomenon, which amounts to using the term
"inspiration" in an artistic rather than a revelatory sense. Thus,
even though Metcalfe is an agnostic,33 he still talks of Joseph
Smith or the Book of Mormon as "inspired" (p. 184). What he
means by this is simply that Joseph was the "inspired" author of
the Book of Mormon in the same vague sense that Michelangelo
was "inspired" in his painting and sculpture. Such statements are
dishonest because they are incomplete and misleading.
5. Use of Historical Methodologies? This final question
allows us to distinguish between the assumptions of the doctrinaltraditionalists and the historical traditionalists. In my view,
evangelicals and doctrinal traditionalists do not generally use
historical methodologies. while historical traditionalists, theistic
naturalists. and secular naturalists do.34 Although the doctrinal
traditionalists accept the antiquity and inspiration of the Book of
Mormon, their fundamental concerns are theological. Historicity
is assumed, not argued; historical questions and issues are seldom dealt with. Rather, they attempt to use philosophical and

32 Hutchinson, for example , while insist ing that the Book of
Mormon is somehow inspi red (,'The Word of God Is Enough," 1-4),
nonetheless goes to great lengths to claim that the visionary elements surrounding the coming forth of the Book of Mormon happened only in the
minds of the visionaries (pp. 6-7).
33 Metcalfe has publicly admitted to being an agnostic on the internet electronic mail bulletin board Morm-ant (Mormonism and Antiquities;
see Morm-ant archives. Tue. 12 Oct 199309:53:23 -0600. Message-Id:
<scba7d4 f.0 16@WordPerfect.com» .
34 This does not necessarily mean that everyone uses historical
methodologies equally well. My view runs counter to Metcalfe's central thesis that no one who accepts the historicity of the Book of Monnon employs
critical methods . Some might argue that traditional anti-Mormons do use
historical methods. This may be true in some cases but, in fact, the vast
majority of evangelical tracts on the Book of Mormon are ahistorical in
approach. At any rate, whether the Evangelical approach to the Book of
Mormon uses critical methods or not is irrelevant to the main thesis of my
paper.
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homiletic methodologies in order to extract doctrinal content
from the lext. 35
To the extent that I am correct that there are Latter-day Saints
who consciously abandon the use of historical methods by
focusing solely on the doctrinal content of the Book of Mormon,
is Metcalfe's critique of them as uncritical "apologists" accurate?
Not at all. First, many, if not most, of the scholars Metcalfe
identifies as apologists in his article operate within the historical
traditionalisl paradigm. But, secondly, the doctrinal traditionalists are simply asking different questions about the text, questions which are nonhistorical, and which cannot be answered by
historical methods. Thus, c riticizing the doctrinal traditionalists
for not using historical methods is rather like criticizing them for
not using the methodologies of higher mathematics. Neither set
of methods is of use in answering the questions they pose.3 6
It is quite apparent from the table that the theistic naturalists
and the secu lar naturalists share two major assumptions: that the
Book of Mormon is not ancient, and that God does not intervene
in the world in ways which are identifiable by historical methods. These shared assumptions have led in recent years to an
"unholy alliance" between the secular naturalists and some theis35 This is the explicit approach of Joseph Fielding McConkie and
Robert L. Millet, Doctrinal Commefllary on the Book of Mormo,,: Volume
I-First and Second Nephi (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1987), I :xv.
Although most doctrinal traditionalists would find historical studies of the
Book of Mormon interesting, some might argue that the studies of the historical traditionalists are counterproductive. since they can upstage important
doctrinal issues and may raise historical questions in the minds of readers
which can never be fully answered, thereby planting seeds which can undermine faith.
36 An important exception to this general rule is in the frequent
occurrence of what could be called the "presentist fallacy" in the writings of
some doctrinal traditionalists. For me the presentist fallacy is faulty contextualization of the Book of Mormon by reading nineteenth and twentieth century Mormonism into an ancient document. ln this, the doctrinal traditionalists oddly parallel the theistic and secular naturalists in that they all three assume that all doctrines and practices of the Book of Mormon should closely
resemble nineteenth- (or twentieth-) century Mormonism. The doctrinal traditionalists assume this because of their presupposition that the concept of
the eternal gospel implies that all doctrines and practices of antiquity-rather
than just the fundamentals- must precisely parallel modern Mormonism
(see Louis Midgley, "Prophetic Messages or Dogmatic Theology:
Commenting on the Book of Monnon: A Review Essay," Review of Books
on the Book of Mormon [1989J J :101 ~3) . The naturali sts commit this fal·
lacy because they assume that the text was written in the nineteenth century.
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tic naturalists. By ignoring their fundamental differences over
the existence of God and the inspired nature of the Book of
Mormon text, secular naturalists and theistic naturalists can pretend to share a similar paradigm. The axis around which they
have combined forces is nineteenth-century environmental
explanations of the Book of Mormon. Thus, we find that theistic
naturalists, such as David Wright, Mark Thomas, and Anthony

Hutchinson-who still profess to believe in God and in the
"inspired" nature of the Book of Mormon-will ally themselves
with agnostic secular naturalists such as Dan Vogel, Brent
Metcalfe, and George D. Smith. In part, this is accomplished
through disingenuousness on the part of the secular naturalists,
who dissimulate concerning the exi!tence of God-and therefore
the nature of inspiration-in order to gain the alliance of believing Mormons and thereby legitimate their enterprise.
Unfortunately, many theistic naturalists discover this agenda too
late, thereafter finding it quite difficult to leave the employ of or
identification with the secular naturalists.
Granted that the theistic naturalists and the historical traditionalists share some assumptions about the nature of the Book
of Mormon, an argument being widely presented by the theistic
naturalists is that an ahistorical but "inspired" Book of Mormon
can be an authoritative scripture for the Church)7 Can this
assertion of the theistic naturalists be accepted? From the point
of view of the historical traditionalists, what precisely is the
problem with an inspired but nineteenth-century Book of
Monnon?

The Importance of the Antiquity of the Book of
Mormon
Both theistic and secular naturalists frequently insist that a
text can be inspired or true without being "historicaL" For
example, a parable such as the Good Samaritan can teach doctrinaj or ethicaj truths even though the peopje and events mentioned in the parable never existed. The situation with the historical content of the Book of Mormon, however, is quite different
In fact, this is a fairly simple argument, which has been

37 Metcalfe himself seems to endorse this claim (p. 155). even
though he is an agnostic secularist who does not accept the Book of
Mormon as "inspired" in any religious sense (see my n. 32 above).
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explained in print before.38 The historical argument for the
necessity of the antiquity of the Book of Mormon is as follo ws:
I. Joseph Smith claimed to have had possession of golden
plates written by the Nephites, and to have been visited by
Moroni, a resurrected Nephite.
2. If the Book of Mormon is not an ancient document . there
were no Nephites.
3. If there were no Nephites, there were no golden plates
written by Nephites; and there was no Nephite named Moroni.
4. If there was no Moroni and no go lden plates, then
Joseph did not tell the truth when he claimed to possess and
translate these nonexistent plates, and to have been visited by a
resurrected man.
5. Hence, Joseph was either lying (he knew there were no
plates or angelic visitat ions, but was trying to convince others
that there were), or he was insane or deluded (he believed there
were golden plates and angelic visitations which in fact did not
exist).
If theistic naturalists wish to maintain that the Book of
Mormon is not an ancient document, but that Joseph Smith was
somehow still a prophet, they must present some cogent explanation for Josep h' s wild claims of possessing nonexistent
go lden plates and being visited by nonex:istent angels. Thus the
argument is not "If the Book of Mormon is not ancient, then it is
not scripture," as Metc alfe would have us believe, but "If the
Book of Mormon is not ancient, then Joseph Smith was not a
prophet. "39 I have never seen any theistic naturalist come to
grips with this argument; instead they consistently sidestep the
38 Most recently, in my "The Final Step," 11 - 12. It seems that
Metcalfe has not understood this argument about the significance of the
antiquity and historicity of the Book of Mormon (p. 17 1).
39 In this paper r am focusing on what 1see as the strongest historical argument for the necessity of the antiquity of the Book of Mormon.
The re are also, however, other important argurnenls for the necessity of the
antiquity of the Book of Mormon. For example, the Book of Morrnon purports to have been wrillen " '0 the convincing of the Jew and Gentile that
Jesus is the Christ, the Eternal God" (title page). If the Book of Mormon is
a work of nineteenth-century fict ion, it provides no more convincing evidence of the divin ity of Christ than does the nineteenth-century novel Ben
Hur. For additional arguments for the necessity of the antiquity of the Book
of Mormon. see DaHin H. Oaks, "The Historicity of the Book of Mormon,"
F.A.R.M .S. paper, 1994; and Ro bert Millet. "The Book of Mormon,
Historicity, and Faith," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2 (Fall
1993): 1- 13.
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issue by denouncing the historical traditionalists for having a
naive view of scripture, just as Metcalfe does in his essay
(p. 155).
Consider the following analogy: Suppose for a moment that
Jesus never existed. The apostle Paul nonetheless claimed that
on the road to Damascus he had a vision of the resurrected
Jesus. The conclusion which the theistic naturalists would wish
us to accept is that we should all be Christians on the strength of
Paul's vision of the nonexistent Christ, because, after all, the
four Gospels still make inspiring reading, just as tbey may also
teach important ethical values, and provide us with a sense of
community. The absurdity of this position is manifest, yet it is
analogous to the proposition which the theistic naturalists would
have us accept. I , for one, am not willing to sell my true
birthright for this incoherent mess of pottage.
In fact, Metcalfe actually seems to accept my line of reasoning here. He differs from me by rejecting Joseph's prophetic
claims. Others, however, profess to maintain some type of faith
in the prophethood of Joseph, without providing a rational justification for that faith.40 For example, I specifically challenged
David P. Wright to provide a response to this argument. 41
Wright chose to ignore this crucial challenge and, obfuscating
the issue, asked that I accept his views as legitimate-based on
an appeal to ·'tolerance."42 Wright fears that my position will
cause "many who might have flourished in a more magnanimous
and encouraging community [to be] pressed socially and emotionally to take the 'final step' [apostasy] that Hamblin seems to
recommend to me here." I make no such recommendation. My
recommendation to Wright is that he renew his faith in the
Gospel and in the antiquity of the Book of Mormon. But, be that
as it may, if he wishes to remain a member of the Church-for
40 This type of argument seems to me like a frantic attempt to salvage some vestige of faith from the wreckage of a lost testimony. Those
who do this are reduced to wishing desperately and hoping against all reason
that somehow the Gospel can still be true. Paradoxically, my "apologetic"
faith is only strong enough to believe the improbable, while the "critical"
faith of these secularized. cu ltural Mormons is asking us to believe the
impossible.
41 Hamblin, "The Final Step," 12b.
42 David P. Wright. "The Continuing Journey," SUllstolle 1615 (July
1993): 14c. Anthony Hutchinson, followed by Metcalfe (pp. 175-79), has
also made an unsuccessful attempt to deal with this issue, which I will
discuss below.
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whatever reason- l welcome him into the community. Still, my
communal tolerance in this matter does not mean that I am
required to accept hi s theologically and logically flawed argument s as somehow equally legit imate or even "true." I feel perfectly at libeny to publicly disagree with his personal heterodoxies. and to challenge the coherence of hi s position. Funhermore,
he, not I , must take responsibility for the loss of faith and apostasy that will necessarily ensue among members of the Church
who are unable to perform the mental gy mnastics required to
ignore the logical gaps in his position and retain their faith. Most
will conclude that. if Wright is correct, the Church is false.
Blaming me for the effects of the crisis of faith brought by an
encroaching seculari sm is simply blaming the messenger for the
message ; because I happen to announce that the emperor has no
clothes, I am blamed for the embarrassment at his public nudity.
The naturalists are the emperor's tailors.43
Historicity and Truth
Thu s the real hi storical problem is quite different from the
one Metcalfe claims is cen tral to the "apologist" enterprise.
Metcalfe would have us belie ve that I (whom he would place
sq uarely in the camp of the apologists) am arg uing that "t he
Book of Mormon is only true if the personalities and events it
describes were objectively reat' (p. 154). In fact, this is simply
Me tcalfe 's own faulty presentation of the argument. He is
thereby obscuring the real issue of the connection between the
antiquity and hi storicity of the Book of Mormon and the
prophet hood of Joseph Smith. by shifting the grounds of the
argument from the hi storical truth of the events of the book, to
the ethical or doctrinal truth of statements that are made in the
text. While it is quite true that doctrinal statements made in the
Book of Mormon-such as "Jesus is the Christ"-may be true
43 I have always felt a strong skept icism about anti·Mormon pam·
phlets which claim 10 tell us "The Truth about Mormonism." I am equally
skeptical when thi s "Truth" comes from dissenting Mormons. What is be·
ing passed off as "the Truth" is simply a collection of personal opinions and
interpretations. On a more general level. what I am condemning is muddled
thinking which, in the name of "tolerance," insists that we allow secularized, cultural Mormons 10 proclaim their new gospel as legitimate
Mormonism simply because they assert it is "the Truth." claim it is not
antit hetical 10 fundame ntal princi ples of the gospel. and protest that they
will feel bad if :myone criticizes their lack of coherence.
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even if the book is not ancient, the prophethood of Joseph is still
compromised. Furthermore, the authoritative power of the
statement that "Jesus is the Christ"--even if it is true-is greatly
diminished when we realize that the stories of the power,
prophecy, and miracles of God, and of the resurrection of Jesus
and his visitation to the New World, are simply pious fi ctions.
Let me state my position on the question of the relationship
be tween hi storic it y and truth . First, it is quite possible for
scripture to be ahistorical. For example. the parables of Jesus are
true, and yet entirely fictional. Likewise the story of Job may

well be an extended parable. Second, I make no claim that
everything in the Book of Mormon itself is in fact historical. For
example, I doubt that anyone would argue that Zenos' allegory
of the o live tree (Jacob 5) ever really happened. 44 Likewise, it is
possible that there may be hi storical or scient ific mistakes in the
Book of Mormon .45
Thus, the issue is not, as Metcalfe would have us believe,
that the Book of Mormon mu st be historical for it to be considered scripture. The argument is that the Book of Mormon must
be historical for Joseph to be a prophet. Those who would argue
that Joseph is the prophetic author of a nineteenth-century pious
forgery must provide a cogent explanation for why Joseph' s
prophetic claims should be taken seriously in light of the falsity
of hi s visionary cJaims-a falsi ty which necessarily fo llows
from the nonexistence of the plates and Moroni.

Metcalfe on Objectivity
Metcalfe's discussion of the problems of histori city betrays
an ignorance of the issues, as is manifest in his fundamental
mi sread ing of the hi storiographical position of Lo ui s C.
Midgley. Since the term "objectivist" has come into disrepute
both in general historical and Latter-day Saint circles, he seems

44 See the Stephen D. Ricks and John W. Welch, eds., The Alfegory
of the Olive Tree: The Olive, the Bible, and Jacob 5 (Salt Lake City:
Deserel Book and F.A.R.M .S., 1994).
45 For an example of a possible chronological error in the Book of
Mormon, see Joh n Sore nson, "The Chronological Discrepancy between
Alma 53:22 and Alma 56:9," F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1990. The Book of
Mormon itself makes no claims to infallibility (Title Page; 1 Nephi 19:6;
Mormon 8:17; 9:33; Ether 12:23-25).
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determined to apply that epithet to his intellectual rivals in order
to undermine their position.
Metcalfe begins his discussion by quoting Midgley, "[t]o be
a Latter-day Saint is to believe, among other things, that the
Book of Mormon is true, there was once a Lehi who made a
covenant with God" (pp. 154-55 n. 7).46 Metcalfe then asserts
that Midgley 's interpretations about the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon
may be historically factual or objective. but with what
assumptions and based on what criteria can such objectivi st claims be proffered? Midgley does not clarify how
he would reconcile his absolutist faith assumptions with
a hermeneutic of testimony which acknowledges limitation s.. . many hermeneutical apologists such as
Midgley adopt the positivism they so readily condemn.
They repudiate the possibility of historical objectivity in
an empirical sense but insist on the hi storical objectivity
of early Mormonism's truth claims in a religious or confessional sense. (p. 155 n. 7)
This statement is so loaded with misconceptions that one
hardly knows where to begin. First, Metcalfe uses
" hermeneutical apOlogist" in his typically idiosy ncratic way to
condemn the position of those with whom he disagrees. He is
apparently here referring to what I call a historical traditionalist
who accepts the historicity of the Book of Mormon, and who
addresses hermeneutical or interpretive questions.
Next, Metcalfe accuses Midgley of "adopl[ing] the positivism [he] so readily condemn[s]." Midgley a Positivist? The
accusation is absurd: it demonstrates that Metcalfe has no idea
what he is talking about. Whatever one might say about
Midgley, he is certainly not a Positivist. Positivism is defined as
"any form of philosophical outlook which rejects metaphYSics,
esp[ecially] when the physical sciences are regarded as offering
the norm of knowledge."47 It is thus agnostic in it s outlook.
46 Citing Louis C. Midgley , "The Challenge of Hi stori cal
Consciousness: Mormon History and the Encounter with Secular
Modernity," in John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds., By Study
and Also by Faith: Essays in Honor 0/ Hugh Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake
City : Descret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990),2:526.
47 Cross and Livingstone. The Oxford Dictionary of Christianity,
111 2b.
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Midgley is, of course, notorious for just the opposite-for con·
demning Revisionist hi storians for their failure to deal with
metaphysical issues surrounding the origins of Mormonism and
the Book of Mormon!48 When Midgley states that "[1]0 be a
Latter-day Saint is to believe, among other things, that the Book
of Mormon is true, there was once a Lehi who made a covenant
with God," he is not claiming that we can objectively know that
there was a Lehi colony; he is rather making an ohservation
about faith-to be a Latter-day Saint does not require that we
objectively prove that the Nephites existed, but that we believe
they existed. It is a faith proposition. How this can possibly be
seen as a manifestation of positivism is beyond me.
Third, Metcalfe naively equates being " hi storically factual"
with being "objective." He goes on to claim that Midgley
"repudiate(s} the possibility of historical objectivity in an empirical sense but insist[s] on the hi storical objectivity of early
Mormonism's truth claims in a religious or confessional sense."
Metcalfe seems unaware of the distinction between ontology
(theories about the nature of being and reality) and epistemology
(theories about knowledge, perception, and cognition).49
Although sometimes related, they are still distinct. Midgley' s
ontological position is that there exists a real past with real
events. Midgley's epistemological position is that those real past
events cannot be objectively known through the use of historical
methods. Thus, according to Midgley's ontological position,
either there really were Nephites and golden plates or there were
not; either Joseph really saw God or he did not. But, for
Midgley, although these facts may be historically real, they are
objectively unverifiable by historical methods.
Most historians--even Positivists-would agree that there
are numerous things which may be historically real (ontologically), but may be historically unverifiable (epistemologically).
48 Metcalfe may wish to assert that Midgley is a closet Objectivist.
While most Positivists are Objectivists, not all Objectivists are Positivists.
49 Epistemology is the "branch of philosophy which is concerned
with the nature and scope of knowledge, its presuppositions and basis." Paul
Edwards, Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 8 vols. (New York: Macmillan,
1967),3:8-9. Metcalfe's frequent misuse of technical philosophicalterminology compounds his already serious misunderstanding of historiographical
issues and is a classic example of the fallacy ad verecundiam. "More common and more subtle fonns of argument ad verecundiam appear in appeals to
all the paraphernalia of pedantry. Among them are: I. Appeals to pedantic
words and phrases ... "(Fischer. Historians' Fallacies, 285).
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Most past events fall into thi s category because there are no surviving written or artifactual traces of those events. Indeed, most
of the billions of people who have lived on the planet have left
not a single shred of identifiable historical evidence that they
ever existed at all.
For Midgley, the ontologically real past cannot be objectively
known through the historical method. Among other factors this
is so because of the fragmentary nature of the surviving ev idence
and the presupposit ions that historians necessarily bring to their
study of the past. Midgley is skeptical of the secular naturalist
presupposition that there is no God, and that therefore all claims
of divine causality in hi story should be reduc tioni stically discounted and explained by naturali stic causes. In the case of the
Book of Mormon, since secular naturali sts insist that there is no
God, any naturali stic explanation-no matter how absurd-is
preferable to the explanation that there really were plates and
angels.
Historical objectivism is an epistemological position that the
past is not only knowable, but objectively knowable-not only
that there was an ontologically real past, but that the past can be
known as it really was, by means of hi storical methodologies.50
Furthermore, classical Objectivists would maintain that the presuppositions of the historian will not interfere with understanding the past-the hi storian can be a neutral and unbiased
observer of the past. This is what Midgley rejects. Midgley thus
takes the ontological position that there is a real past, but he also
takes the epistemological position that this real past, despite its
reality , cannot be objecti vely known through the historical
method. These positions are by no means contradi ctory as
Metcalfe would lead us to believe.
Whether Midgley is right or wrong in hi s stance, his position
is no different than that of many respected non-Latter-day Saint
philosophers of history; it is neither radical nor absurd. Should
all of these non-Latter-day Saint philosophers also be condemned as "apologists" because they maintain philosophical
positions accepted by some believers in the hi storicity of the
Book of Mormon ? If not, then why is Midgley to be categorized
as a "hermene ut ical apologist," rat her than simp ly a hermeneutist? The answer is, apparently, that he is so because he

50

For a full discussion, see Novick, That Noble Dream.
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disagrees with Metcalfe, and Metcalfe wishes to label him with
what Metcalfe sees as a pejorative label.
Metcalfe also wonders how Midgley "would reconcile his
absolutist faith assumptions with a hermeneutic of testimony
which acknowledges limitations" (p. 155 o. 7). Once again
Metcalfe seems remarkably confused. First. I cannot imagine
what a " hermeneutic of testimony" might consist of. Herme·
oeulies examines questions of the nature of interpretation of texts
and images. Thus. while we might speak of an epistemology of
testimony, there can be no hermeneutic of testimony, until and
unless the testimony is verbally expressed or written down, after
which it becomes an object of interpretation by others. For
Midgley, even though the past may be knowable through revelation, such knowledge is hardly historically or religious ly objective, as Metcalfe seems to think. Indeed, from a traditional
Latter-day Saint perspective, testimony is inherently subjeclive,
since each person must obtain his or her own testimony. For
Midgley, personal revelation is a form of nonhi storical and
nonobjective knowledge, including some forms of knowledge
about the past. Such knowledge is not only not objective, it is
not even historical, si nce it is not obtained by the historical
method .
Metcalfe also informs us that "New Monnon Historians have
been reprimanded by some apologists for being objectivists ....
While I personally know of no New Monnon Historian who has
ever suggested that Mormons must endorse his or her interpretation of history as [rue, 1 cannot say the same for some of their
traditionali st critics" (p. 154 n. 7). I find, quite to the contrary,
that some-though by no means all-naturalists betray remarkable intellectual intolerance. Metcalfe himself, for example, by
defining "apologist" as one who accepts the historicity of the
Book of Mormon, and "c ritical scholar" as one who accepts a
nineteenth-century origin for the book, is ins ist ing that others
accept his understanding of the Book of Mormon or be expelled
from the elite community of "critical scholars" as it is defined in
his idiosyncratic world view. Some are even intent on labeling
rational discussion of these issues and critique of their positions
as a form of "spiritual abuse." Furthermore, some recent publications and activities of Latter-day Saint dissenters are essentially a form of "spiritual blackmail," in which they demand that
the Church accept their personal interpretations of Latter-day
Saint history, practice, and doctrine as "the Truth," or risk being
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publicly denounced to the med ia as liars, and compared with the
Nazis and the ho locaust, with totalitarian d ictatorships, or
Torquemada. 5l A freq uent protestat ion of many dissenters is
that they are being persecuted only for telling "the Truth" about
Monnonism, when in fact they are simply confusing their personal interpretations of the past with "the ultimate Truth," which
they are auempting to compel all members of the Church to recognize. Are we expected to believe that fallible human beings are
capable of knowing "the Truth" about the past? Thi s is fundamentally nothing less than an attempt by cultural Mormons to
impose their world v iew and understanding of the past on the
Church as a whole-the vast majority of whom are members of
the Church preci sely because they reject the dissenter's version
of "the Truth ."

Supposed Methodological Errors of the "A pologists"
Most of Metcalfe' s essay consists of a tendentiou s enumeration of supposed methodologica l errors which he claims derive
from the faulty assumptions of the "apologi sts." There are two
major problems w ith his approach. First, some of his examples
are in fa ct based on a serious misreading of the arguments and
evidence of the historical traditionalists. Second, as nOled above,
he has not demo nst rated that the errors he enumerates are in fact
5 1 Liars: Sleven Benson's charges agai nsl Daltin Oaks as reported in
Th e Salt Lake Tribune on October 12, 16, and 17, and Paul Toscano's general accusations in the Tribune , 20 October 1993. Nazis and the Holocaust:
D. Michael Qui nn , "On Bei ng a Mormon Historian," in Smith, ed ..
Faithful Hisrory, 94 . Totalitarianis m: Qu inn , "On Being a Mormon
Hi slorian," 94; Allen Roberls, "A Church Divided:' Private Eye Weekly,
IOnO (20 October 1993): 12c. Torquemada: Roberts, "A Church Divided,"
lOe . where Roberts generously admits that Elder Packer "is a far cry from
Torquemndu." I suspcctthat I could find severnl hundred villnins of the pust
from whom Packer is also morall y a "far cry." So why mention Torquemada
at all. if not to imply that Packer is on his way to parity with the great inqu isitor? I await forthcoming reports of secret torture chambers in the
Church office buildings, and burni ngs at the stake on Temple Square. The
absurdity of th is type of hyperbole is real ly quite extraordinary. Are we supposed to equate the petty squabbling of a handful of dissenters with the
mass-torture and murder of millions of human beings? Are they so selfimportant that they equate their own emotional distress with the horrors of
the Holocaust? Last time I checked I could find no cases of anyone being
murdered. lortured, or imprisoned by the Church for heresy. This repulsive
hyperbole reduces the cosmic evi l of twentieth-century totalitarian regimes
to a level of utter banal ity.
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due to some specific failing of the "apologetic" world view. All
scholars are human beings, and as such can make errors of evidence, method, and analysis. Such errors are not unique to any

world view. paradigm, set of presuppositions, political persuasion, or religious belief. Metcalfe himself-the "critical'
scholar"-makes more than his share of errors. To the extent
that any scholar makes errors, they should be corrected. But the
fact that one believer might make such an error certainly provides no grounds for accusing all believers. in all their argu-

ments, of lacking rigor and proper method. Metcalfe is thus
attempting to make a generic methodological condemnation of
historical traditional scholarship as a whole, on the basis of isolated and debatable individual errors from a few scholars.
In many cases Metcalfe seems to be arguing as follows:
I. Person A believes in the historicity of the Book of
Mormon.
2. Person A makes unsound logical statements, and
methodological errors.
3. Person B also believes in the historicity of the Book of
Mormon.
4. Therefore, Person B is guilty of Person A's faulty logic
and method.
This is, of course, an exampJe of the falJacy of (he perfect
analogy, which "consists in reasoning from a partiaJ resemblance between two entities to an entire and exact correspondence. It is an erroneous inference from the fact that A and B are
similar in some respects to the false conclusion that they are the
same in all respects."52
Metcalfe's thesis can be maintained only if he is able to
demonstrate that the supposed errors are caused not by normal
human fallibility, but by some inherent fallacy in the presuppositions of scholars. This he never does. Indeed, to justify his
blanket condemnation of the methods and assumptions of the
traditionalists, he provides only a few examples of the types of
errors he claims universally plague the traditionalists.
The Question of Negative Proof

While it may be true that some traditionalists have fallen victim to the fallacy of negative proof, it is neither inherent in
52

Fischer, Historians' Fallacies. 247.
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believing, nor is it unique to believers. Secular naturalists are as
guilty of the fallacy of negative proof as are believers.53 What
examples does Metcalfe provide to support his universal condemnation of the traditionalists? In fact, only one.
"Apologists have asserted," he insists, "that Smith and contemporaries could not have known that some ancient peoples
engraved on metallic plates" (p. 156). But is this so? Metcalfe's
statement of the issue seems to be a misrepresentation. Metcalfe
provides twelve sources which he cites as supporting his con tention that "apOlogi sts have asserted that Smith and contemporaries could not have known that some ancient peoples engraved
on metallic plates." In fact, most of the essays cited by Metcalfe
do not argue that knowledge of wri ting on metals was completely unknown, but only that it was not widely known , and
that it therefore would be unlikely for a young frontier farm -boy
to have had access to this knowledge. Thus Metcalfe himself has
transformed the reaso nable argument of the traditionalistsknowledge of ancient writing on metal plates was not widely
known-in to a form of the fallacy of negative proof, "that Smith
and contemporaries could not have known that some ancient
peoples engraved on metallic plates." Thus it is only Metcalfe's
reading of the argument which is fallaciou s, not the original
argument of the historical traditionali sts. I have added emphasis
throughout the followin g qUOlations, which provide the actual
statements found in the essays cited by Metcalfe:
I . Paul Cheesman: "This claim [thallhe Book of Mormon
was written on metal platesJ was considered by most to be
purely nonsensical, not only because of di sbelief concerning the
ostensible source of these material s, but also because it did not
happen to fall within the pale of c urre nt archaeological opinion."54 Cheesman is here arguing not that nineteenth-century
sc hol ars "could not have known" of writing on metal plates, as

S3 Metcalfe himself indulges in it in his paper. To argue because no
evidence of horses or swords has been found in pre-Columbinn Mesoamerica
(p. 161). that it is proven that there were no horses or swords. and therefore
that the Book of Mormon is not an ancient document. i!> a classic argument
from negative proof.
S4 Paul R. Cheesman. "Ancient Writing in the Americas." Brigham
Young University SlIIdies 13 (A utumn 1972 ): 80. Metcalfe lists
Chee!>man's The Wo rld of the Book of Mormon (Bountiful. UT: Horizon
Publishers. 1984). 143-44 as a separate source, but the passage in question
is act ually a reprint of the BYU Studies article.
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Metcalfe claims, but that it was widely considered
"nonsensical,"
2. Paul Cheesman: "At the time of Joseph Smith's remarkable discovery in 1830, (here was probably no knowledge of
writing amongst the [North] American indians, or of any written

on metal. In fact , it is evident that a knowledge of any ancient
culture writing on metal, anywhere in the world, was not public
knowledge at that time."55 Again, Cheesman is not arguing that
no one knew of writing on metals, but that American Indian

writing on metal was "probably" unknown, and that other writing on metal plates was not widely known, and hence is not
making the argument Metcalfe claims he does.
3. C. Wilfred Griggs: "The Book of Mormon deserves the

same kind of test, especially in view of the tremendous amount
of material relating to the ancient Near East which was recovered
during the last century. Because such materials were unknown
in the early nineteenth century , they provide a superb control
with which to measure the Book of Mormon. for Joseph Smith
obviously could not have had access to them in writing the
book." Specificall y. the Orphic gold plate Griggs is discussing
"was not published until 1836."56 Although Griggs could have
been clearer, his argument is different than the one Metcalfe
claims he is making. Griggs focuses only on speci fic new
archaeological discoveries which have occurred since the translation of the Book of Mormon and suggests that they are important because those specific texts and artifacts-such as the
Orphic plate-were not known in Joseph's day. Griggs does not
argue that there was no knowledge of writing on metal plmes, as
Metcalfe claims.
4. Hugh Nibley: "Bul what we want to poinr out here is
that the knowledge and use of metal plates for the keeping of
important records is beginning to emerge as a general practice
throughout the ancient world. It will not be long before men
[here we might in sert "such as Metcalfe"] forget that in Joseph
Smith's day the prophet was mocked and derided for hi s
55 Paul R. Cheesma n, Ancient Writin g on Metal Plates:
Archaeological findings Support Montum Claims (Bountiful, UT: Horizon,
1985), 11.
56 C. Wilrred Griggs, "The Book of Mormon as an Ancient Book,"
in Noel Reynolds, ed .. Book of Mormon Authorship: New Light on
Ancient Origins (Provo: Religious Studies Center. Brigham Young
University . 1982).77,81.
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description of the plates more than anything else."57 Nibley is
not clai ming that knowledge of writing on metal was unknown
in Joseph Smith 's day, only that it is much bener documented
and more widely known today, and that Joseph was mocked for
his claim of writing on metal plates. Again this source does not
assert what Metcalfe claims it argues.
5 . Hugh Nibley: "The main obstacle to a fair and unbiased
testing of the Book of Mormon in the past has been the story of
the go lden plates. Scholars have found it hard to be impartial or
even serious in the face of such a tale."58 Again, Nibley is only
claimin g that Joseph was mocked because of his claims of having golden plates-which is certainly true59-not that examples
of writing on plates were unknown .
6. Hugh Nibley: " It is only too easy to forget that nothing
in the coming forlh of the Boo k of Mormon exc ited louder
howls of derision than the fantastic idea of a sacred hi story being
written on gold plates and then buried in the ground."60
7. Hugh Nibley: " It is hard for us to reali ze today that for
many years the idea of writing a sacred record on gold plates
was considered just too funny for words and that the mere mention of the 'Golde n Bible' was enough to shock and scandalize
the world."61
8. Hugh Nibley: " By now the discovery of writings on
plates of precious metal, once the hardest thing to swallow in

57 Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert. The World of the Jaredites.
There Were Jaredites. vol. 5 in The Collected Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt
Lake Ci ty: Deseret Book and F.A. R.M.S ., 1988). 106.
58 All Approach to Ihe Book of Mormon, vol. 6 in The Collected
Works of Hugh Nibley (Sal! Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S ..
1988),2 1-22.
S9 For example. see John Hyde, Jr. . Mormonism : It!i Leaders and
Designs (New York: Fetridge, 1857).217- 18. M. T. Lamb was "compelled
10 believe . . . that no such records were ever engraved upon golden plates,
or any olher plates, in the early ages" (The Golde" Bible [New York : Ward
& Dru mmond, 1887], 11). 1 would like to thank Manhew Roper for these
references.
60 Hugh W. Nibley, Since Cumo rah, 2d ed., vol. 7 in The Collected
works of HI/gh Nibley (S alt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S.,
1988; ori ginall y published 1964-67),57.
61 Ibid., 220.
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Joseph Smith' s story, has become almost commonplace in the
Near East. "62
9. Hugh Nibley: "Nothing in the Book of Mormon itself
has excited greater hilarity and derision than Joseph Smith's
report that the original record was engraved on gold plates, the
account being condensed from much fuller records on bronze
plates .... But it was anythi1lg but commonplace a hundred
years ago. when the idea of sacred records being written on
metal plates was thought just too funny for words."63
10. Hu gh Nibley: "Joseph Smith's insistence on books
made of metal plates was a favorite target of his detractors; metal
plates were strange enough to seem ludicrous, and impractical
enough to cause difficulties. Thi s was not the nonnal way of
writing."64 Nowhere in these quotations is Nibley cl aiming that
there was no knowledge of writing on metal plates in Joseph 's
day , as Metcalfe c1aims-only that such writing was considered
"strange," " impractical," and "not normal."
Only the final two sources make arguments which are close
to those he claims are made by all of his "apologists," but even
here the sources are ambiguou s. 65
II . Mark E. Peterson: "Until Moroni came, Joseph was not
acquainted with gold or any other metallic plates on which
ancient records were made. He had no idea that archaeologists
would subsequently find such plates in a hundred different locations , from Java to Spain and from the Near East to Mexico."66
Although the first sentence of this argument is indeed a form of
the fallacy of negative proof-there is no way to know fo r sure
what Joseph himself did or did not know-the passage as a
whole is not asserting the universal ignorance which Me tcalfe
imputes to it.
12. Kirk Holland Vestal and Arthu r Wallace: " When the
Book of Mormon went on sale in A.D. 1830, there were no
62 Hugh W. Nibley. The Prophetic Book of Mormon, 2d ed, vol. 8
in Th e Collected Works of Hugh Nihle)' (Salt Lake City : Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S., 1989; originally published 1953-58).76.
63 Ibid ., 245.
64 Ibid ., 385.
65 Most contemporary hi storical traditionalist scholars of the Book
of Mormon would not consider Pelerson's work to be "scholarly." Vestal
and Wallace's work is of better quality, but neither was a professional
scholar of antiquity.
66 Mark E. Petersen. Those Gold Plates! (Salt Lake City, UT:
Bookcraft, 1979), 6\ .
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records on metal plates known in the Western World ; the Book
of Mormon was derided as the 'Golden Bible,' because it
claimed to have been translated from written plates of golden
metal."67 If by "Western World" Vestal and Wal lace have reference to Western civilization including Europe and North
America, then they are indeed making a false claim. It is possible, however, that they are referring to the western hemisphere,
in which case their argument is sound.
I will admit that there are Latter-day Saint amateur historians
and scripto rians who are uninformed and careless in their writings. Furthermore, even trained and usually careful scholars can
make mistakes, or phrase arguments ambiguously. But to prove
his point that the assumptions of the "apologists" inherently
cause methodological errors, it is insufficient for Metcalfe to
demonstrate that some uninformed believers in the antiquity of
the Book of Mormon have made occasional errors of evidence or
analysis. Historical traditionalists have long recognized thi s, and
have repeatedly condemned it. 68 Instead, Metcalfe distorts the
claims of the carefu l and professional historical traditionalists in
an attempt to create a universal methodological error which in
fact is found only in some traditionalist writings. He is auempting to imply guilt by association: if any "apologist" makes a bad
argument, then all "apologists" are responsible and methodologically tainted.

Writing on Meta l Plates in Jahn's Biblical
Archaeology?
Having claimed-but failed to prove-that "apologists have
asserted that Smith and contemporaries could not have known
that some ancient peoples engraved on metallic plates" (p. 156),
Metcalfe insists that writ ing on meta l was indeed known in
Joseph's day-a proposition which professional historical traditionalists never denied.

67 Kirk Holl and Vestal and Arthur Wallace, The Firm Foundation of
Mormonism (Los Angeles: L L Company, 198 1), 106.
68 John L. Sorenson. "A ncient America and the Book of Mormon
Revisited," Dialogue 412 (Summer 1969): 80-94; Martin Raish, "All That
G litters: Uncovering Fool' s Gold in Book of Mormon Archaeology."
SU/lSlone 61 1 (JanuaryfFebruary 198 1): 10-15, reprint available from
F.A.R.M .S.
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It is therefore not surprising that Metcalfe demonstrates thal
knowledge of ancient writing on bronze plates was available in
early nineteenth-century North America by citing a passage from
Jalm's Biblical Archaeology, published in the United States in
1823 (p. 157).69 Unfortunately, however, he attempts to take
this identification a step further, by asserting that writing on
go/den plates was also known. Metcalfe tells us that "based on
Josephus and Pliny, Jahn speculated that ancient ' Hebrews went

so far as 10 write their sacred books in gold.' This echoes
Nephi's injunction that reli gious rather than secular history
should be recorded on plates presumably made of gold"
(p . 157).70 This claim of a significant parallel between Jahn' s
description of writing "in gold" and the Book of Mormon writing on plates of gold is another case of distortion of the evidence. In fact, the passage from Jahn is clearly describing the
use of gold ink, not writing on plates of golden metal! The entire
passage from Jahn reads:

Ink , called deyo, is spoken of in Num. 5:23, as well
known and common, compo Jer. 36: 18, and was prepared in various ways, which are related by Pliny, XVI.
6 XXX. 25. The most simple, and consequently the
most ancient method of preparation, was a mixture of
water with coals broken to pieces, or with soot, with an
addition of gum. The ancients used other tinctures also;
particularly, if we may credit Cicero de Nat. Deor. II .
20. and Persius III. II , the ink extracted from the cuttle
fish, teke/et, although their assertion is in opposition to
Pliny. The Hebrews went so far as to write their sacred
books in gold, as we may learn from Josephus, Antiqu.
XII. 2,11. compared with Pliny XXXIII. 40.11
How this cou ld possibly be seen by Metcalfe as a source for the
idea of writing on golden plates is remarkable. 72
69 Citing Johanne Jahn, lahn 's Biblical Archaeology, trans. Thomas
C. Upham (Andover: Flagg and Could, 1823),93-94.
70 Citing lahn's Biblical Archaeology, 95. The emphas is on
Josephus and Pliny is Metcalfe's; since Josephus and Pliny are ancient
authors rather than books. it is unclear why Metcalfe and the ed itors of
Dialogue have put their names in italics.
71 lahll's Biblical Archaeology. 95.
72 To me this misreading ra ises a serious question of the possibillity
of an intentional attempt at deception. I asked Metcalfe about the rationale
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Metcalfe seems to realize that the fact that some highly educated scholars in the ea rly nineteenth century were aware of
ancien t writing on metal plates is not evidence thal it wou ld have
been common knowledge among semiliterate frontier farm-boy s.
He therefore attempts to devise some sort of causal link between
Joseph Smith and Jahn. Metcalfe demonstrates that "paraphrased
excerpt s from l ahn 's Biblical Archaeology appeared in early
Book of Mormon apo logia" (p. 157).13 But the fact that this
work was indeed known to the educated professional journalist
W. W . Phelps in 1833 is certainly not conclusive evidence that it
was known to Joseph Smith in 1829. Furthermore, neither
Campbell no r other anti-Mormons ever criticized Joseph for
plagiarizing from Jahn. Metcalfe also fails to inform hi s readers
that the volume was apparently not in the Manchester pub li c
library.74
Metcal fe concludes, "w hether Smit h knew of Jahn 's publication, the idea that ancients inscribed on metal plates was available in Smith 's culture" (p, 157). Indeed, but no reputable hi storical traditionalist scholar has ever claimed otherwise, The
claim is that such knowledge was essenti ally li mited to hi ghly
educated specialists, as demonst rated by attacks o n Joseph 's
claim that the Book of Mormon was written on metal plates.1 S
But even if one were to grant that Joseph had read lahn 's book
or heard about the ideas second-hand, it st ill would not de mon -

for his claim in a letler which remained unanswered. It is also possible that
Metcalfe did not in fac t read the material himse lf, but is re lying on secondhand summaries, butlhis would hardly pass for the rigorous critical method
which he so lauds.
73 C iting Evell/llg alld Mornillg Star I (January 1833): 8. Metcalfe's
citation of an 1842 article in Timel' and Seasons (157 n. 17) is basically
irrelevant to Joseph's stale of knowledge in 1829, since Joseph would have
been made aware of the book by Phelps's 1833 article. II is interesti ng 10
note that Dan Vogel earlier noti(.;ed the so~ca lled comparisons between Jahn
and the golden plates (II/dian Origins alld Ihe Book of Mo rmon [Salt Lake
C ity: Signat ure Books, 19861. 80 n. 47), which Metcalfe fails 10 acknowledge.
74 Robert Paul, "Joseph Sm ith and the Manchester (New York)
Library," BYU Sludies 22/3 (Summer 1982): 333-56. I am not claiming
that because a source was not available in the Manchester library it was
the refore not avai lable at all to Joseph Smith; I am only arguing for a re lative inaccessibi lity of the source.
75 See sourccs mentioned in n. 59 above.
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strate that the story of the golden plates and angelic visitations
was a fabrication.
The standard environmentalist argument that because someone, somewhere, during Joseph' s lifetime knew a particular
fact, therefore Joseph Smith could have known it, seems to me
to be silly. A number of educated people in the early nineteenth·
century United States read Latin-does this demonstrate that
Joseph Smith did? Some people of Joseph Smith's day cou ld
build steam engines-should we therefore assume that Joseph
could ? The burden of proof for the naturalists is to demonstrate
what Joseph knew, not what was known by someone else during Joseph 's li fet ime. This lype of argumentation is a classic
example of the " the fallacy of the possible proof [which] consists in an attempt to demonstrate that a factual statement is true
or false by establishing the possibility of its truth or falsity."76

Early Latter-day Saint Views of Book of Mormon
Geography
Metcalfe next turns to a favorite theme: that "Joseph Smith
and contemporaries believed the Book of Mormon pertained to
large stretches of North, Central, and South America and to all
native American peopl es" (p. 158), and that therefore
"Sorenson' s and Palmer' s [limited geography] theories contradict Joseph Smith's own pronouncements on the Book of
Mormon" (p. 160). Metcalfe insists that " it is unclear how Book
of Mormon geographers discriminate between Smith's inspired
text and his inspired interpretations" (p. 161). If these matters
are unclear to Metcalfe, it can only be because he has failed to
read or understand the publi shed di sc ussion s whi ch clearly
answer hi s questions. 77
BUllet me try to clarify these matters for Metcalfe' s benefit.
Hi s argument here is again based on another fallacy-this time
the "the fallacy of the circular proof [which] is a species of
76

Fischer, Historia/ls' Fallacies, 53.
77 John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Seuing for the Book oj
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FA.R.M .S., 1985), 1-5, and
his The Geography oj Book oj Mormon Events: A Sourcebook, 2d ed.
(Provo, UT: FA.R.M.S., 1992), 209- 16; John Clark, "A Key for
Eva luating Nephite Geographies," Review oj Books on the Book of
Mormon 1 ( 1989): 20-70; David Palmer, In Search ofCumorah (Bountiful,
UT: Horizon, 1981), 17-27.
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question-begging, which consists in assuming what is to be
proved."78 SpecificaJly, in this instance, Metcalfe assumes that,
since Joseph is in fact the author of the Book of Mormon, his
personal opinions are as definitive for Book of Mormon geography as are J. R. R. Tolkein's views on the imaginary geography
of Middle Earth. But if we are to assume, for the sake of argument, that Joseph translated the Book of Mormon, then it is
quite possible that he did not have specific knowledge of ancient
Book of Mormon geog raphy.
Metcalfe is here proposing a methodology for analyzing
Book of Mormon geography in which the statements not only of
Joseph Smith, but of all other early Lauer-day Saint writers, are
given equal authority with the lext of the Book of Mormon itself
(pp. 158-61, 184). Thus Metcalfe begins with the presupposition that the macrogcography of the Book of Mormon must be
hemispheric, because the geographical interpretations of many of
the early Saints were hemispheric. Metcalfe's methodology is
valid on ly on the presupposition th at either: (I) Joseph himself
wrote the book (which is. of course, precisely Metcalfe's presupposition), or (2) Joseph's personal interpretations were all
inspired and inerrant (which is a position which Metcalfe
attempts to force upon those who accept the authenticity of the
book).
My position is that Joseph is a secondary source in relation
to Book of Mormon geography, just as the translator of any
ancient document is a secondary source. The primary source is
always only the ancient document itself or other contemporary
ancient records. It is sound historical methodology to analyze
primary sources independently of any seco ndary interpretations.
If we assume that Joseph Smith was the translator rather than the
author of the Book of Mormon, then his statements on Book of
Mormon geography may be merely his personal opinion. They
are not necessarily either definitive, nor authoritative.
One could ask, does my position not beg the question just as
much as Metcalfe's? Not at all. In order to determine the relationship between Joscph's interpretations of Book of Mormon
geography and the geography described in the Book of Mormon
itself, it is methodologically imperative that we first analyze the
two sets of data independently. Thereafter, they can be com~
pared and contrasted. If they show simi larities o n all leve ls, then
78

Fischer, Historians' Fallacies, 49.
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an argument could be made either for Joseph as author of the
text, or for Joseph as havi ng extraordinary knowledge of the
ancient geography . But, if there arise significant disjunctures
between the geography of the text itself, and Joseph's statements

about the geography of the text, then we could argue that Joseph
was not the author of the text and that hi s geographic al state-

ments represent his personal interpretations. At any rate. the first
step is clearly to analyze the two sets of data independently. If
we atlempl to connate the two from the outset of the analysisas Metcalfe does-we will never be able to analyze the relationship between the two sets of data accurately_
Thus, while I can concede that most early Latter-day Saints
believed in a hemispheric geography , this fact does not make
that interpretation authoritative . Funhermore, contrary to
Metcalfe's implications, I am not a revelatory inerrantist. Joseph
was a prophet, who saw God and resurrected beings, had revelations, and translated ancient boo ks by the power of God. But
this does not imply that Joseph 's opinions were therefore all
inspired, infallible, or even equally authoritative.
Does the fact that Joseph translated the Book of Monnon by
the power of God, conversed with resurrected Nephites, and
had visions of Nephite antiquity necessari ly provide him with an
infallible, or even an accurate knowledge of ancient Nephite
geography? This is related to a larger question: does a revelation
about a subject necessarily provide the recipient of that revelation
with a complete and infallible knowledge of all particulars associated with the revelation? For Joseph thi s was certainly not the
case, as the following passage from the Doctrine and Covenants
indicates:
I was once praying very earnestly to know the time
of the coming of the Son of Man, when J heard a voice
repeat the foll owing: Joseph, my son, if thou livest until
thou art eighty-five years old, thou shalt see the face of
the Son of Man ; therefore let this suffice, and trouble me
no more on this matter. I was left thus, without being
able to decide whether this coming referred to the beginning of the millennium or to some previous appearing, or
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whether I should die and thu s see his face. (D&C
130:14-16)79
If Joseph could remain uncertain concerning the specific
implications of this revelation, why should we assume that hi s
tran slating the Book of Mormon would provide him with an
accurate knowledge of Nephite geography? I would argue that
translating an ancient document-by divine or human powerdoes not necessarily guarantee that the translator will thereby
have an accurate knowledge of the ancient geography he is
reading about. I have translated a number of ancient and
medieval documents, and I am often at a complete Joss as to the
geographical location of many of the place names mentioned in
the lex!. Likewi se, talking with resurrected Nephites would not
guarantee that Joseph would have an accurate knowledge of
Nephite geography any more than a conversation with a Tibetan
would provide one with a knowledge of the geography of Tibet.
Why should a vision of ancient hi story guarantee that the visionary will have an accurate knowledge of the ancient geography he
is seeing, and be able to correlate it with modem geography, any
more than seeing a movie about Tibet would allow one to accurately identify all the places he had seen in the movie ? Thus,
despite Joseph's prophetic role in translating the Book of
Mormon , he nonetheless remains a secondary source for
Nephite geography.
The basic methodology followed by historical traditionalists
in reconstructing Book of Mormon geography is as follows:
I. Carefully study the text of the Book of Mormon, identifying all passages of any geographic significance.
2. Categorize these toponyms according to type (cities,
lands, hills, rivers, seas, etc.).
3. Analyze the relationships between various passages for
consistency or inconsistency.
4. Identify any type of geographical links described
between the toponyms (travel times, directions, spatial relationships, etc.).

79 A similar incident can be found in the Book of Mormon where
Lehi did not observe all the e1emenl<; of the vision of the tree of life which
Nephi observed (1 Nephi t5:27. referring to 8: 13 and 12: 16).
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5. If these geographic statements are internally consistent,
develop an internal ideal model of Book of Mormon geogra·
phy.80
6. Apply this internally consistent hypothetical model to
various potential real world settings in an attempt to formulate
possible correlations.
7. Compare the various models of rcal world correspondences in order to determine which, if any, forms the best correlation.
Metcalfe and other naturalists skip sleps one through five.
insisting that only the early nineteenth-century Latter-day Saini
model can be used in attempting to discover possible real-world
correlations with Book of Mormon geography. However, when
this full methodology is followed we discover, first, that Book
of Mormon internal geography is remarkably consistent, and
second, that it is consistently limited-that all known geographical dislances (travel times) point to a macrogeographical zone of
only a few hundred miles. To my knowledge, no critic of the
antiquity of the Book of Mannon has ever successfully disputed
these two conclusions based on evidence from the text itself.
The remarkable result of this process is that there is a significant
disjuncture between early Latter-day Saint interpretations of
Book of Mormon geography, and the geography of the text
itself. This would lead one to conclude that, if Joseph Smith
believed in a hemi spheric Book of Mormon geography, he was
not the author of the text. 81

Lamanites
Metcalfe offers a variation on this argument by claiming that
the intended geography of the Book of Mormon must be hemispheric because early Saints believed the North American
Indians were Lamanites (p. 160). Although the early Saints may
have believed this, Metcalfe' S argument is invalid for precisely
the same reasons given above: the text of the Book of Mormon
itse lf doe s not necessarily make this claim. Furthermore,
Metcalfe is here also confusing genetic and cultural bases for
80 For an ellccllent example of steps one through five. see Clark. "A
Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies."
81 William J. Hamblin. "Basic Methodological Problems with the
Anti-Mormon Approach to the Geography and Archaeology of the Book of
Mormon," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/1 (Spring 1993): 172-78.
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ethnicity and tribalism. Most modern people who are unfamiliar
with ancient sources and anthropological studies naturally conclude that tribalism described in ancient sources was exclusively
genetic. In fact, the basis of tribalism in antiquity was invariably
fundamentally political, religiou s, and cultural rather than
genetic. There was certainly a st rong genetic component to
ancient ethnicity, both because the usual way for one to enter
into a political or cuhural tribal unit was through birth, and
because genealogies-real or fictitious-were widely used as
mec hanisms for developing group solidarity and legitimacy.
Nonetheless, genetic bonds in a tribal group were ultimately of
secondary importance, since inclu sion in the group could come
through alliance, covenant, conquest, enslavement, conversion,
marriage, or adoption. The fact that Metcalfe-along with many
early and modern Latter-day Saints-misunderstands the
fundamental nature of tribali sm in antiquity is all the more
remarkable si nce the Book of Mormon clearly presents an
authentic ancient view of tribalism. 82
The differences hetween Lamanites and Nephites are fundamentally political, religious. and cultural, not ethnic. This is
made clear in the following passage:
There were no rohhers, nor murders , neilher were
there Lamanites. nor any manner of -ites; but they were
in one, the children of Christ, and heirs to the kingdom
of God .... [later) a small part of the people who had
revolted from the church and taken upon them the name
of Lamanites; therefore there began to be Lamanites
again in the land. (4 Nephi I: 17, 20)83
Lamanile is not a genetic designator requiring us to insist that all
inhabitants of the New World are genetically descended only
from the Lehite colony; it is a cultural designator. It does not
necessarily imply genetic descent from a sing le ancestor, it
implies being culturally non-Ncphite. Thus, in the fundamental
Book of Mormon se nse, to declare that the American Indians
82 Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 53- 55, 92- 94; John
Sorenson, "Book of Monnon Peoples," in Daniel Ludlow, ed .. Encyclopedia
of Mormol/ism , 4 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1991), 191-95.
83 From an ancient tribal perspective, the phrase "children of Christ"
cou ld be Iranslated "bene ha-meshiach," or the "tribe of the Messiah
(Christ)," just as Nephiles probably translates "belle nephi." and Lamanite
"belle La/lum."
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were all Lamaniles is to declare that they are all non-Nephites. In
this original sense of the Nephite-Lamanite dichotomy, all modern Native Americans can be accurately described as cultural or
political Lamanites, s ince they are non-Nephites.
Finally, the early Lauer-day Saint belief that the Lamanites
were the ancestors of the American Indians does not in fact conIradicl the limited geography theory. Many North American
Indians may have some type of real genetic link to Lamanites,

even if the setting of the Book of Mormon was limited to
Mesoamerica. I, for example, am a descendant of the Saxons,
but this does not mean that I live in Saxony in northern
Germany, worship Odin, and enjoy marauding on the coast of
England in wooden boats like my ancestors did. It is quite poss ible that, during the nearly millennium and a half between the
fall of the Nephites and the translation of the Book of Mormon,
the genetic material of the Lamanites spread throughout much of
the New World through migration, trade, conquest, intermarriage, or s lavery. At any rate, there is no fatal inconsistency here
for the limited geography theory.

The Question of Cumorah
Metcalfe attemp ts to demonstrate that there is a "penchant
among some traditionalist and critical sc holars of Mormon
scripture to exaggerate evidentiary conclusions by claiming to
have discovered the first appearance of some historical tidbit"
(p. 159 n. 20), Since Metcalfe admits that this type of error is
not unique to his so-called "apologists," it is clear that this
problem cannot be caused by unique fallacies in the assumptions
of the "apologists." So why is it included in his discussion of
supposed "apologetic" methodological errors at all? Metcalfe has
collected a hodgepodge of criticisms of the works of others. He
has combined them in an article purporting to critique the assumptions and methods of those with whom he disagrees , even
though many of his criticisms have nothing to do with supposedly "apologetic" methodologies, nor even with the Book of
Mormon.
Metcalfe provides only one s ubstantive example of this
"penchant." He points out that I claimed that the earliest explicit
correlation of New York Cumorah with Book of Mormon
Cumorah "comes not from Joseph Smith. but Oliver Cowdery"
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(p. 160),84 Metcalfe demonstrates that I was wrong,85 and that
an earlier identification comes from W. W. Phelps in January
1833 (p. 160).86 This is indeed a useful piece of dala, which I
will discuss below.
However, Metcalfe makes a seriou s error. He claims that
"Hamblin 's contention ... is negated by the fact that the recipi ent of Cowdery's letter, W. W. Phelps, had editorialized [about
Cumorah] eighteen months earlier in 1833 as if it were common
knowledge" (p. 160). In fact , thi s earlier evidence from Phelps
does not "negate" my fundamental point. The foundation of my
contention is not that Oliver Cowdery in particular was the first
to identify the Hill Cumorah with the hill in New York, but that
Joseph Smith was not the first. If it was Phelps in 1833 (or anyone else, for that matter) who first made the identification instead
of Cowdery in 1835, my contention still stands, because it was
not Joseph Smith who first clearly linked the two sites.
Metcalfe then reports that " my indi cation to Hamblin
(Metca lfe to Hamblin, 18 Apr. 1993) that in 1834 Wilford
Woodruff attributed to Joseph Smith the phrase ' known from
the hill Camorah [sic ] <or east sea> to the Rocky Mountains'
evidently persuaded him that Smith at least implicitly made the
correlation before Cowdery" (p. 160 n. 21).87 In fact, I am not
at all persuaded that "S mith at least implicitly made tbe correlation before Cowdery." Furthermore , since Metcalfe has kindly
provided us with an 1833 reference correlating the Hill Cumorah
with the New York hill, Phelps in 1833, rather than Joseph, is
the most like ly source for Woodruff s identification.
My position on the Woodruff citation was, and remains, that
the term Cumorah in the text is Woodruff s, not Joseph Smith's.
My rationale for thi s cl aim is that WoodrufP s statement about
Joseph mentioning Cumorah in the Zelph incident is unique
among Ihe six near-contemporary accou nt s, indicating that
Josep h himself probably did not use the lerm , which was,
84 Ci ting Hamblin. " Basic Methodological Problems," 172.
85 I am not an historian of early Mormonism. and I have not personally read all of the primary material. Like all other historians, I must on
occasion rely on secondary works. I did, however, read all of Joseph Smith's
writings through about 1838 looking for specific identification of the hill in
New York with the Book of Mormon Cumorah.
86 Cit ing Evening and Morning Star 1/8 (January 1833): I.
87 Metcalfe is again engaging in mind reading, an unwise activity if
the person whose mind you are attempting to read is-unlike Joseph
Smith- still alive.
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rather, an interpolation of Woodruff.88 The question thus
becomes, did Joseph himself originally use the word Cumorah
as recorded by Woodruff s "know n from the hill Camorah [sic]
<or east sea> 10 the Rocky Mountains," or did he say "known
from the Atlantic to the Rocky Mountains," as recorded by
McBride? None of the other accounts mentions either the Hill
Cumorah or the Atlantic Ocean. Woodruff himself shows ambiguity on this point by inserting the phrase "or east sea" in his
text. If Joseph had used the word Curnorah, we would expect it
to appear in more of the early accounts of the incident. That the
word Cumorah docs not appear in other accounts demonstrates
that the reference to Cumorah is probably Woodruffs interpreTation of what Joseph was saying, but not Joseph's actual word.
But all of this is quibbling. I will admit that it is possible that
the identification of the Hill Cumorah with the hill in New York
may have come from Joseph Smith. However, that position is
not proven because of the following evidence, for which the
theory that Joseph himself conceived of the identification cannot
account:
I. The Book of Mormon itself specifically states that the
golden plates of the Book of Mormon were not buried in
Cumorah (Mormon 6:6). If Joseph is the author of the Book of
Mormon, and wished to make this identificat ion , why did he
state the opposite in hi s text? Assuming Joseph was the author
of the Book of Mormon, this would indicate, at the very least,
that he had not made the correlation in his own mind by the
summer of 1829. What caused Joseph later to decide to make
this correlation?
2. The Book of Mormon strongly implies that the Hill
Cumorah is near the narrow neck of land (Mormon 4-6, Ether
14).89 If Joseph were inventing the text . and already had in
mind a hemispheric geography and an identification of the hill in
New York with the ancient Cumorah as Metcalfe maintains, why
8t1 I refer to Joseph Smith's leiter, and the journals of Reuben
McBride, Moses Martin, Wilford Woodruff, Levi Hancock. and Heber C.
Kimball. See Kenneth W. Godfrey , "The Zelph Story." F.A.R.M.S. paper,
1989. An abridged version of this essay can be found in BYU Studies 2912
( 1989): 32-56. I will cite from the F.A.R.M.S. edition. Metcalfe claims to
have found some additional early accounts of the Zelph incide nt.
Unfortunately, he has neither published the accounts nor provided the references.
89 Palmer, In Search oj Cumorah, 42-43; Sorenson, An Ancient
American Settillg, 343-53.
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did he place the hill Cumorah near the isthmus of Panama-the
narrow neck of the hemispheric model?
3. Joseph never identifies the hill in which he found the
plates as the hill Cumorah. Indeed, even after that identification
became commonplace, Joseph simply calls it "a hill of considerable size," which was "convenient to the village of Manchester"
(Joseph Smith-History 1:51 ).90
If I were convinced that the evidence supported Joseph as
the author of the identification of the New York hill with the
Book of Mormon Cumorah I would not hesitate to accept it. It
ultimately makes no difference to the limited geography model,
because it would not change the possibility that the identification
was Joseph' s personal interpretation, But whether one believes
that Joseph translated an ancient book or fabricated a fantasy
tale, the evidence seems to indicate that Joseph did not originally
have the identification of the ancient Nephite Cumorah with the
hill in New York in mind. This seems to come as an
afterthought, deriving either from Joseph himself in personal
conversation (as Metcalfe maintains), from W. W. Phelps, or
from some other unidentified source.
Specifically, I am arguing that it is possible, and indeed
probable. that Joseph was influenced by the geographical speculations of Phelps, Cowdery, and others in their identification of
the Hill Cumorah as the hill in New York where the plates were
found. Why is this perfectly reasonable interpretation-which
accounts for all of the data from either an ancient or a nineteenthcentury perspective-so abhorrent to Metcalfe? I believe that it is
because Metcalfe wishes to use the New York Cumorah as a
bludgeon against those who accept the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon and a limited geographical view. Here we have a
bizarre case of the arch-environmentalist Metcalfe, who sees
nearly every thought of Joseph Smith as environmentally conditioned, denying the possibility that Joseph borrowed ideas about
Book of Mormon geography from his Latter-day Saint con tem-

90 Dean C. Jessee, ed., The Papers of Joseph Smith, 2 vols. to date
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989-) , 1:281. According to Jessee's note to
this passage, the phrase in question was added later at the request of James
Mulholland in order to clarify "the location of the place where the box was
deposited" (1:281 n. I). This would have been a perfect opportunity for
Joseph to insert some reference to Cumorah if he had felt it were important,
but he did nOI do so.
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poraries. the people with whom Joseph would have had more
contact and interchange of ideas than any others.
Metcalfe's refusal to consider the possibility that Joseph
derived some of his ideas on Book of Mormon geography from
his Latter-day Saint contemporaries is all the more strange when
we examine his other (frequently implausible) attempts to find
nineteenth-century parallels to Joseph's ideas. For example.
Metcalfe and Dan Vogel would have us believe that Joseph's
cosmology is somehow related to ideas found in Benjamin
Franklin's private unpublished papers of 1728, composed a
century before Joseph wrote.91
Going a step further, they seem to maintain that Joseph may
have had a predilection for reading Kant in the original German.
"Immanuel Kant claimed that the moral perfection of each
planet's inhabitants increased 'according to the proportion of
(its] distance from the sun. ' Certainly in such an intellectual climate, Joseph Smith's ideas about pluralism and astronomical
hierarchy were not unusual."92 The passage they cite as illustrative of Joseph's "intellectual climate" is from Kant's 1755 work,
Allgemeine Naturgesc:hichte und Theorie des Himmels, oder
Versuch von der Verjaj'sung und dem mechanischell Ursprunge
des ganzen Weltgebiiudes nach Newtonischen Grulldsiilzen
abgehandelt. But their choice of a work to illustrate Joseph's
"intellectual climate" is particularly unfortunate. "The book's
publisher ... went bankrupt just at the time Kant's work was to
have been published. His stock was impounded, and as a result
copies of the book were for a long time simply unavailable."93
Even after being reprinted , " like some other memorable cases of
books that carne 'stillborn from the press,' Kant's [work] ...
was virtually unknown in its own day; indeed, it had to wait for
more than a century [i.e., until after 1855] for its true greatness
to be appreciated."94 For example, " In England, Herschel
[1738-1822, a native German living in England, and the greatest
91 Vogel and Metcalfe. "Joseph Smith's Scriptural Cosmology." in
The Word of God, 217 n. 68. It must be emphasized, furthermore, that, in
terms of his religious thought, Franklin was not a representative figure of
his times.
92 Ibid., 207 .
93 Milton K. Munitz, in the introduction to Immanuel Kant ,
Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1969), vii. I would like to thank Daniel C.
Peterson for his assistance on this section.
94 Ibid .. viii.
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astronomer of his day], for all his lies with Hannover. did nol
learn about Kant 's cos mology."95 The work was first translated
into English in 1900, nearly six decades after Joseph Smith's
death.96
Vogel and Metcalfe' s argument that Kant 's work was somehow part of the " intellectual climate" of early nineteenth-century
frontier New York is laughable, and is perhaps the most patently
absurd of the many environmentalist claims which I have read. 1
can just imagine the sturdy cou ntry yeomen of the Palmyra
region gathering in a local tavern for thei r weekly discussions of
the "categorical imperative" over a tankard of ale. Meanwhile ,
they spend their free moments between milking the cows, splitting rails, and plowing, in brushing up on their philosophical
German so they can devour the latest of Kant' s untranslated
works late al night by cand lelight. It seems to me that Metcalfe
will go to absurd lengths to find the most obscure possible parallels between Joseph and hi s environment in order to undermine
the antiquity of the Book of Mormon. But Joseph cannot have
been influe nced by the ideas of his closest associates if such
influence might seem to lend su pport to the authenticity of the
Book of Mormon.

Swords in Mesoamerica?
Metcalfe is di sturbed by the identification of the Mesoamerican macllaliuill as a sword. He insists that I "propose that
since Ihere is no conclusive evidence in ancient Mesoamerica for
conventional swords. the Book of Mormon 'sword' is a wooden
club with obsidian protruding from the sides. ca lled in Nahuatl
'macuahuitl' ... such flexible interpretations suggest a lack of
methodological rigor on the part of those already ce rtain of the
Book of Mormon's ancient hi storicity" (p. 161 n.27).97
95 Stanley L. Jaki . trans. and ed., in his edition of Immanuel Kant,
Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens (Edinburgh: Scottish
Academic Press 1981),49.
96 Ibid., 1-2.
97 Metcalfe's description of the macuahuitl as "a wooden club with
obs idi an protruding form the sides" is misleading. II is not a randomly
spiked or studded weapon as Metcalfe implies, but an edged weapon. A
groove is carved in a long flat piece of wood on one or both sides; pieces of
sharpened obsidian were placed side by side in the groove so that it formed a
two to three foot long cutting edge. It was quite clearly a cutting rather than
a smashing weapon, and thus is best described as a sword (cutting or thrust·
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This is all very odd. Nearly all colonial Spaniards called the
ma c uailuitl a sword. 98 For example, Antonio de Solis y
Rivadeneyra relates that the Aztecs had "long Swords, which
they used with both Hands, as we do our Scimitars or
Falchions, made orWood, in which they had fixed sharp Flints.
The strongest of them had Clubs, pointed with Flints."99 Since
Metcalfe has informed us that the macuahuitl is not a sword but
only a club, what are we to make of this passage where Solis y
Rivadeneyra distinguishes between the Aztec macuahuitl sword
and another weapon which he specifically called a studded club
in contrast to the sword? Likewise, the Anonymous Chronicler-who, unlike Metcalfe, acrually saw Aztecs using their
weapons in battle- tell s us that "they [the Aztecs] have swords
of this kind--of wood made like a two ~ handed sword, but with
the hilt not so long, about three fingers in breadth. The edges are
grooved, and in the grooves they insert stone knives. that cut
like a Toledo knife."IOO Whose interpretation are we to accept?
Metcalfe ' s. or that of eyewitness conquistadors who actually
fought with swords professionally and on a regular basis?
Is Metcalfe's denunciation of my " lack of methodological
rigor" supported by modem sc ho lars in the field? Quite the contrary . I am in agreement, for example, with Ross Hassig. one of
the world's leading experts on Mesoamerican warfare. Not only

ing) rather than a club (smashing). For a summary of numerous contemporary descriptions and Aztec illustrations of the I1U1cuahu itl, see Michael Coe,
"Pre-Conquest America," in Anne Cope. cd., Swords and Hilt Weapons
(New York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1989),220--23; for more information
on this matter, see William J. Hamblin and A. Brent Merrill, "Swords in
the Book of Mormon," in Stephen D. Ricks and and WiJlaim J. Hamblin,
cds" War/are j ll the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S .. 1990). 338.... 7.
98 See the accounts collected by Coc, "Pre-Conquest America," 22023, and Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare: Im perial Expansion and Political
Control (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988). throughout,
especially 83-85. See also Patricia de Fuentas, The Conquistadors: FirstPerSOIl Accounts of the Conquest of Mexico (Norman, OK: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1993),29, 42,78, 139-40, 155, 169; although not comprehensive, many first-hand accounts in this book identify the mncuahuitl as
a sword.
99 Cited by Hassig, Aztec Warfare, 15.
100 Cited by Coe, "Pre-Conquest America," 221.
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does Hassig consistently call the macuallUitl a sword,lOI but he
clearly distinguishes it from the Aztec war club. "Cl ubs of various types were also used in Mesoarnerican warfare. Some were
made of wood alone. but others (huitzauhqui) had stone
blades."I02 Thu s, not only in rnodem scholarly analysis, but in
ancient technical military terminology, the Aztec macuaJwirl
sword is clearly dist inguished from the huitzauhqui studded war
club.
Metcalfe 's argurnent is not only contrary to the ancient evidence and rnodern academic interpretations, but is also an
example of the ''fallacy of semantieaL questiolls [which1 consists
in an attempt to resolve, by empirical invest igation of an object,
a semantical question about the name by which that object is
called, thereby confusing actual happenings with verbal descriptions of actual happenings."103 Metcalfe seems to think, simply
because the Mesoamerican macuahuitl sword is different from
swords he has seen in the movies, that it is therefore not a sword
at all.
Here it is worth raising the following hypothetical situation:
Suppose that we were to discover a "conventional sword"
(whatever that might be) in Mesoamerica. Would this be sufficient to convince Metcalfe of the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon? I very much doubt it. Indeed , I cannot imagine the
discovery of any archaeological evidence which would convince
Metcalfe of the book's antiquity. If there remained not a single
archaeological question concerning the Book of Mormon-and
there is no ancient book which is not plagued by historical and
archaeological questions-I doubt that Metcalfe would accept the
book. Even if an inscription were discovered in situ by a nonMorrnon archaeologist mentioning the name Nephi, Metcalfe
would still likely argue that it is simply coincidental.
Thi s is apparent from the reaction of the naturalists to the
discovery of nurnerous authentic Ncar Eastern names in
Joseph 's restorations of ancient books. Most recently, Edward
Ashment has argued that the name Abraham associated with a
lion-couch scene in Egyptian magical papyri is not really
101 Ross Hassig, Aztec Warfare: 83-85. See also his War and Society
in Ancient Me.mamerica (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992),
where various Mesoamerican weapons, including the macuahuitl, are consistently called swords.
102 Hassig. Aztec Warfare. 85.
103 Fischer. Historians' Fallacies. 21.
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Abraham at a1l, but simply a "magical word."l04 Ashment feels
that Abraham is merely a variation on the name Ahrasax.I05
Although the historical implications of the presence of the name
Abraham in association with a lion-couch scene reminiscent of

Facsimile One in Egyptian magical papyri can certainly be
debated , the fact that the biblical name Abraham occurs in the
papyri is accepted by every scholar working in the field-except
Edward H. Ashment.l06 Asbment also objects to the
identification of the name Nephi in ancient sources because it
was anciently pronounced differently than early Mormons may

have pronounced the name {p. 360 n. 38),107 As far as I know,
the discovery of the name Alma as an authentic nonbiblical male
Jewish name and the identification of the meaning of the name
Mosiah have been ignored by the critics. 108 Furthermore, the
critics have never explained why we find close linguistic and literary parallels between the figure Mahujah in Dead Sea Scrolls
Aramaic fragments of the Book oj Enoch and MaJ/ijah question104 Edward Ashme nt, The Use of Egyptian Magical Papyri to
Authelll;cate the Book of Abraham: A Critical Review (Salt Lake City:
Resource Communications, 1993),8.
105 Ibid. Ashmen! appears 10 be a fo llower of the Moses-Middlebury
school of philology , the primary tenet of whic h is that Moses and
Middlebury are actually the same ancient name : you just drop the
"-oses" and add the "· iddlebury." Ashment would likewi se have us drop the
"-ham" and add the "-sax." Ashment's interpretation has some difficulty in
explaining the references in the magical papyri to the "God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob" (Ashment, 12); perhaps Ashment will next be arguing for
the ancient worship of the "God of Aorasax, Isaac, and Jacob."
106 Remarkably, after pages of desperate ralionalization in an attempt
to show that the name Abraham is not really Abraham, Ash ment has the
chutzpah 10 conclude by accusing the "apologists" of "ignoring evidence,"
while failin g to show us ju st what ev idence is supposed to have been
ignored (Ashment, 23). While it is certainly true that we interpret the evidence di fferent ly than Ashment, it is clear who is ignoring the evidence that
he cannot fil into his world view.
107 Ashmen! fa ils 10 inform us how he is certain what the earliest
pronunciation of Nephi was, or why such a pronunciation should be considered any more definitive than the early nineteen!h-century pronunciation of
Isaiah for the Hebrew Yesheyahu.
108 Alma was first identified by Hugh W. Nibley, "Bar-Kochba and
Book of Mormon Backgrounds," in The Prophetic Book of Mormon, 28 182. On Mosiah see: John Welch and Stephen Ricks, "What Was a
Moshi<a?" F.A.R.M.S. Update, April 1989, and John Welch , cd.,
Reexploring the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City : Deseret Book and
F.A.R.M.S ., 1992), \05-7, and most recently , Matthew Roper, Review of
Books on the Book of Morm on 4 (1992): 199-202.
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ing Enoch in the book of Moses (Moses 6:40).109 Why did
Joseph Smith place Abraham near Olishem (Abraham I: 10),
a place whose name has now been identified in ancient
sources? 110 For the critics, the existence of these authentic nonbiblical ancient Near Eastern names in texts Joseph claimed
derived from the ancient Near East mu st be attributed to random
chance. Utilizing suc h a "rigorous methodology" as this, it is
clear Ihal the critics can dismiss any evidence which contradicts
their presuppositions.
This raises an important methodological issue. Critics of the
Book of Mormon consistently attack what they see as the weakest arguments and parallels drawn by the historical traditionalists, while failing to acknowledge, let alone to refute, the vast
array of remarkable parallels to antiquity. They assume that, if
they can demonstrate an error or two on particular points of evidence or analysis, the entire enterprise of the traditionalists has
been undermi ned. lll In fact, proper methodologi ca l rigor
requires them to explain not the weakest evidence. parallels, and
analysis, but the strongest. Although the critics certainly have
disputed some points, for the most part the strongest analysis
and ev idence of the traditionalists remain unanswered.
Thus the debate surrounding the Book of Mormon provides
an excdh::nt cxarnplt:: of tht: puwer uf assumptions to shapt.! uur
views of the world in which we live. Metcalfe' s assumption is
that there is no God. Thus, the Book of Mormon is inhere ntly
unacceptable because it contradicts everything he believes about
the nature of the universe. The fundamental problem is not that

109 Hugh W. Nibley, "A Strange Thing in the Land." in Enoch the
Prophet. vol. 2 in The Collected Works 0/ Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and F.A. R.M S., 1986),276-81.
11 0 John M. Lundquist. "Was Abraham at Ebla? A Cultural
Background of the Book of Abraham ." in Robert L. Millet and Kent P.
Jackson, eds., Swdies in Scripture. Vol 2: The Pearl 0/ Great Price (Sait
Lake City: Randall Books, 1985),233- 35.
III Tony Hutch inson, for example. dismisses Nibley's entire corpus
by a critique of his philological speculations on one si ngle word ("The Word
of God Is Enough," 8-10). "The parallel method," Hutchinson concludes,
"is defective and should be recognized as such" (p. 10). If this is so, one
wonders why parallels to nineteenth-century ideas are so widely accepted as
proof of the Book of Mormon's nineteenth-century origins by naturalists.
Parallels. whether ancient or modern, should certainl y not be seen as proof
of the origin of Ihe Book of Mormon, but they cannot be ignored or dismissed as evidence.
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caJling a macuahuitl a sword does not fit into Metcalfe's world
view, but that God does not fit into Metcalfe's world view.

The Journey to the Red Sea
Metcalfe's next section contains a discussion of supposed

problems with the Book of Mormon, where the existence of
literary motifs is alleged to undermine historicity. Metcalfe
asserts that "in the sole Book of Mormon passage where specific

points of departure (Jerusalem) and arrival (the Red Sea) are
identifiable with any degree of certainty (I Nephi 2:4-7), the
length of the journey (three days) seems to depend on a literary
motif from Exodus" (p. 161). For Metcalfe this is strengthened
by "the unlikelihood of Lehi's party traveling the approximately

180-mile stretch between Jerusalem and the Gulf of Aqaba so
rapidly" (p. 162 n. 29).

Several points need to be made here. Although Metcalfe's
reading is plausible, it is certainly not the only, nor the best
possible reading. The geographically relevant parts of the text
read (with emphasis added):
4 And it came to pass that he lLehi] departed into the
wilde mess . ... 5 And he came down by the borders
near the shore of the Red Sea; and he traveled in the
wilderness in the borders which are nearer the Red Sea
... 6 And it came to pass that when he had traveled
three days in the wilderness, he pitched his tent. (I
Nephi 2:4-7

Note what the text does and does not say. First, there is a
departure into the wilderness, and secondly, there is ajoumey of
three days in the wilderness. In the tightest reading of the text
the three-day travel time does not refer to the entire trip from
Jerusalem. but only to the length of the journey "in the wilderness." Secondly, Lehi "traveled in the wilderness in the borders
which are nearer the Red Sea." The borders of what? Clearly not
the borders of the Red Sea itself, since one border of the Red
Sea cannot be "nearer" the Red Sea than another. Rather, as I
read the text, the "borders" refer to the borders of Judea.
Thus, a reasonable way to read the text is that Lehi traveled
to the borders of Judea near the Red Sea, which in the early
sixth century would have been in the region of Arad, Aroer, or
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Tamar. 112 From thence he " traveled three days in the wilderness," probably referring to the biblical wilderness of Paran.
Note that the travel time of three days is all "in the wilderness."
It is not the complete travel time from Jerusalem; at least the trip
from Jerusalem to Arad would not be " in the wilderness." Under
this interpretation the distance traveled in the wilderness was
thus not Metcalfe's complete 180 miles from Jerusalem to Eziongeber (modern Elat) at the mouth of the Gulf of Aqaba, but 13040 miles from the region of Arad or Aroer to Ezion-geber, possibly down the ancient route called the Ascent of Akrabbim, and
then on the "Way to the Red Sea" through the Arabah depression.
But even this distance may be excessive, The text does not
claim that Lehi arrived on the shores of the Red Sea, but that he
camped "in a valley by the side of a river of water ... and it
emptied into the Red Sea; and the valley was in the borders near
the mouth thereof [of the Red Sea]" (I Nephi 2:6, 8). The wadi
in which Lehi camped thus emptied into the Red Sea, but Lehi
was not necessarily camping on the shores of the Red Sea itself;
he may have been some miles away. Under my reading their
journey would have required approximately 40-45 miles per
day, not Metcalfe's 60 miles a day . For a small group to journey
from 40-60 miles in antiquity would have been strenuous, but
neither impossible nor uncommon. 1I 3
1 12 For a map identifying tnese locations, and Ihe major roules in Ihis
area in Ine time of Lehi , see lonn Rogerson, AlIas 0/ the Bible (New York:
Facts on File, 1985), 114. Yohanan Aharoni and Michael Avi-Yonah, The
Macmillan Bible Atlas, 2d ed. (New York: Macmillan. 1977), place Ihe borders of Judea near Ihis time al Tamar, some 30 miles south of Arad (108,
map 158); see also p. 17, map 10, for tne major ancient roads of the region.
Yohanan Anaroni, The Land a/the Bible: A Hi!>'torical Geography,lrans. A.
F. Rainey. 2d ed. (Pniladelpnia: Westminster, 1979),400-407. discusses
the surviving geographical data for this period .
1 13 For example, camel s "ca n cover tne 300 kilometers (approximately 185 miles) belween Cairo and Gaza in 2 days; they nave journeyed
alone 640 kilometers in 4 days" (Hilde Gauthier-Pilters and Anne Innis
Dagg, The Camel: (IS Evolulioll, Ecology. Behavior. alld Relationship to
Mall lChicago: University of Chicago Press, 198 11 , 100); tnese speeds are
approximately 90 miles a day. Thus, even granting Metcalfe's reading Inal
the journey was a full 180 miles from Jerusalem 10 the Red Sea, such a
journey in Inree days (60 miles a day) was not at all "unlikel[y)." Travel
through barren stretches of wilderness with limited water resources was necessarily accomplished at top speed-to move slowly would more quickly
exhaust the water-followed by lengthy reSI and recovery periods at sites
where water was readily available.
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Literary Parallels, Motifs, and Historicity
But the length of the journey is not Metcalfe's major point;
rather, it is that because the journey took three days and ended in
a sacrifice, it is therefore based on a literary motif from Exodus.
Metcalfe believes that since it is a literary motif, it may not be
historicaL Metcalfe's full argument on how literary motifs and
parallelisms in the Book of Mormon undermine its historicity

runs as follows.
We must ask if the historical sequence of events produced the chiasm or if the chiasm arranged the historical
episodes. Because the Book of Mormon apologists say
that chiasmus is an intentional literary device. they must
conclude that chiasmus can arrange historical episodes.
At a minimum this means that some historical details of
the Lehite story may not have occurred in the order presented in the narrative. Apologists must also allow for
the possibility that some historical incidents never actually happened but were fictions imposed on the text to
complete a chiastic structure designed to convey a
moralistic or theological teaching. Within this apologetic,
the antiquity of Lehi and other Book of Monnon characters may be asserted but the historicity of their actions is
open to question. (pp. 168-69)114

Metcalfe once again demonstrates that he has not understood
the argument of the historical traditionalists. To argue that there
are historical mistakes in names, places, dates, numbers, etc., is
entirely within the realm of belief in the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon. I 15 All ancient documents, including the Bible and the
Book of Mormon, contain historical and scientific errors. Thus,
I at last find something 1 can agree with in Metcalfe's essay, that
"the antiquity of Lehi and other Book of Monnon characters may
be asserted but the historicity of their actions is open to question." I am at a loss to see how this undermines the antiquity of
the Book of Mormon text, or the prophethood of Joseph Smith.
Nephi, Mormon, Moroni, and other Book of Mormon prophets
I 14 Although this passage refers specifically to chiasmus, his basic
line of argumentation would be applicable to other intentional literary
devices in the Book of Mormon.
115 As noted before, the Book of Mormon itself makes no claim of
inerrancy for the text (see references in n. 45).
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may have made historical errors or may have shaped the telling
of events to suit their spiritual objectives in their text , and st ill
have been real ancient prophets.
But even granting this, Metcalfe's argument is still muddled.
Fundamentally, the phenomenon of literary motifs and parallels
in ancient historical writing is an issue of selection, both of a
pattern which fits the events, and of which specific events to
include in a literary pattern. It does not necessitate the wholesale
fabrication of patterns and events as Metcalfe seems to suppose.
First, we must distinguish between perceived and intended
motifs. In some cases an author-ancient or modem-may have
intentionally introduced a literary motif; in other cases the
supposed motif may ex ist only in the mind of the modem reader.
Although the identification of purported parallels is a useful and
necessary historical exercise, the identification of parallels is not
in itself sufficient to establish intentionality or causality--either
from a nineteenth-century or an ancient perspeclive. 116
However, if it can be established that a particular motif was
intended, it does not demonstrate that no actual historical event
lay behind the literary morif. Metcalfe first asserts that Lehi's
three-day journey in the wilderness (I Nephi 2:4-7) is nothing
more than a literary motif based on Exodus (3: 18,5:3,8:27). He
then wonders "how Sorenson can confidently identify the
lengths of other Book of Mormon migrations, which may also
be motific or sy mbolic rather than literal" (p. 162). Note what
Metcalfe is attempting here. He first tries to demonstrate that one
particular geographical passage in the Book of Mormon may be
a literary motif based on Exodus, a case which is plausible, but
certainly not proven. I 17 Next he asserts-without a shred of
116 Metcalfe recognizes this fact in his discussion of ancien! chiasmus
(p. 167), but seems unwilling to apply it to the supposed literary motifs he
thinks he has idcnlificd.

11 7 The literary dependence of Nephi's account of his journey on
Exodus has been establ ished by "apologists," none of whom Metcalfe acknowledges. See George S. Tate, "The Typology of the Exodus Pattern in
the Book of Mormon," in Neal A. Lamben, ed., Literature and Belief:
Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience (Provo: Religious Studies
Center, Brigham Young University , 1981),245-62; John W. Welch and
Avraham Gileadi, "Research and Perspectives: Nephi and Exodus," Ensign
17 (April 1987): 64-65; Noel B. Reynolds, ',he Political Dimension of
Nephi's Small Plates," BYU Studies 27 (Fall 1987): 22-33; Terrence L
Szink, "To a Land of Promise ( I Nephi 16-18)," in Kent P. Jackson, ed.,
Studies in Scripture: Volume 7, I Nephi to Alma 29 (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1987),60-72; Alan Goff, "A Hermeneutic of Sacred Texts:
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evidence or analysis-that because this particular passage may
reflect a literary motif in a text, it may not necessarily be either
accurate or historically reliable. Then he contends that. since
Lehi's journey may not really have taken three days, all other
geographical data in the entire book are suspect, even though he
presents no evidence that any other geographical passages are
literary motifs. Finally, since all passages are now suspect, he
concludes that we can derive no sound geographical data from
the text at alL This line of reasoning is utter nonsense.
A perfectly plausible explanation for literary motifs in historical texts is that the motif came to the mind of the ancient author
because of the event. IIB The literary parallel of a three day journey may have been selected precisely because the journey did
indeed take three days. If the journey had taken two or four
days, no literary motif would have been used. Furthermore,
although the selection of which specific historical events to
include and which to exclude in a particular narrative may be
based on literary motifs, this in no way implies- as Metcalfe
would have it-that the events described did not occur.

Literary Motifs and History: the Cases of Noah,
Riplakish, and Nero
Metcalfe provides another example of a literary motif which
he feels undermines the historicity of the Book of Mormon-a
comparison of the stories of Noah and Riplakish (pp. 169-71).
After establishing twelve possible parallels between the accounts
of the reigns of these two kings, Metcalfe argues that "these
mirrorings suggest that one narrative may depend on the other,
and that only one, or perhaps neither, represents a factual
account of historical events, ... [and that] allowing for a literary

Historicism, Revisionism, Positivism, and the Bible and the Book of
Mormon." master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1989; S. Kent
Brown , "The Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon," BYU Studies 3013
(1990): 111-26; Terrence L. Szink, "Nephi and the Eltodus," in John L.
Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne, eds., Rediscovering the Book oj Mornwn.
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S .. 1991), 38- 51. Metcalfe has
an annoying penchant for ignoring the work of "apologist" scholars.
Ilg John Gee pointed out to me that Xenophon's Anabasis I, 2,10,
contains nearly the same elements as I Nephi 2:4-7 in the same sequence:
"they remained there [PeltasJ three days, during which Xenias, the Arcadian,
sacrificed the Lykaion and held a contest."
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device, questions regarding historicity remain" (p. 170). Then,
making a logical leap, Metcalfe holds that, " if Noah and
Riplakish existed anciently, the histOricity of every detail of their
biographical sketches is nonetheless uncertain. It is as risky for
apologists to stake claims of Book of Mormon historicity on
evidence from literary studies as it is on evidence from tbeories
of geography" (p. 171; emphasis added). Furthermore, "even if
one could plausibly argue for the antiquity of tbe Book of
Mormon within this context, the hi storicity of every Book of
Mormon person and event would be suspect" (p. 171; emphasis
added). I 19 Thi s hypercritical methodology represents not only a
mi sunderstanding of the nature of ancient historiography, but a
logical blunder.
Metcalfe's parallels between Noah and Riplakish could be
matched with a third case, that of Nero. The following is a
s ummary of Metcalfe's twelve parallels between Noah and
Riplakish, with references to Nero:
1 . A righteous king. Claudius, is succeeded by his stepson Nero.120
2. The new king, Nero, does not obey the wi ll of GOd. 121
3. Concubinage of the king.122
4. Sexual promi scuity and abominations of his fo llowers.123
5. Oppressive taxes. 124
6. Erection of large palaces. 125
7. Building of opu lent thrones. 126

119 Metcalfe's further challenge that "apologists must delineate why
sacred fi ct io n has greater religious meri t when written by ancient prophets
than a nineteenth-century prophet" (p. 171), again demonstrates his failure
to grasp the substance of the argument I have discussed above.
IIO Suetoniu s. Nero 6-7. Claudius can perhaps be considered
"righteous" only by Julio·Claudian standards, but he was certainly superior
to Tiberius, Caligula. and Nero.
121 Omens of the gods' displeasure (Dion Cassius, 61); persecution of
Christians (Taci tus. Annuls XV, 44 . Suetonius. Nero 16); Tacitus apologizes for the "tedious record of crimes and bloodshed" he must recount in his
history of Nero. (Annals XVI, 16); Suetonius, Nero 56.
J 22 Suetonius, Nero 26-29.
123 Ibid .
124 Ibid., 16.32.
125 Ibid .. 3 1.
126 Ibid.; thi s passage does not explicitly mention thrones, but
includes a wide array of Olher imperial extravagance in royal furniture.
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8. Craftsmen making "fine work."127
9. Incarceration or murder of dissidents. 128
10. Revolt and execution of the king ,129
II . Exile of the followers, I3o
12 . Relatives of the king ascend to the throne. 13 1
Following Metcalfe's " method" of analysis, because Nero's
reign can be described in terms of a perceived Book of Mormon
literary pattern, we should call into question the very existence
not only of Nero, but of "every [Roman] person and event"
(p. 17 1). Needless to say, it is more likely that there is some
flaw in Metcalfe 's " methodology" than that Nero never ruled
Ro me.
Metcalfe seems to be unaware of the fact that much ancient
historical writing is fundamen tally typological, cyclical, and literary.132 If we turn, for example, to Egyptian history, we see
that every pharaoh's military campaigns follow a remarkable
pattern.133 But few hi storian s doubt that these campaign s
occurred. 134 While it is true that certain elements of literary his127 Ibid .
128 Murder of hi s step-brother (Taci tus, Annals XIII, 19-22); murder
of his mother (XIV, 7); murder of a rival general (XIV, 22); banishment and
then murder of his first wife (XIV, 64); killing of conspirators (XV, 72).
129 Suetonius, Nero 45-49. Although Nero technically committed
suicide, it was only to escape his imm inent capture and execution by the
rebels; Sueton ius, Nero 48-49.
130 The fate of some of Nero's followers is described by Suetonius
(Galba, 10-12); specifically, Nero's German guard was disbanded (Galba,
12).
13 1 Only in this twelfth point does Nero not precisely fit the pattern
devised by Metcalfe; Nero was the last of the Julio-Claudians (S uetonius,
Galba I).
131 Mircea Eliade, Cosmos and HislOry: The Myth of the Eternal
Return (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1959).

13j Anthony J. Spali nger, Aspects of the Military Documents of the
Ancient Egyptians (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982). For discussions of the basic types of Egyptian historical records for the New
Kingdom, see Donald B. Redford, Pharaonic King·lists, Annals, and Daybooks (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986), and hi s Egypt,
Canaan, and Israel in Ancietlf Times (PrincelOn: Princeton University Press,
1992/. 140-43.
34 Cf. Kenneth A. Kitchen's review of Spalinger, Aspects of the

Military Documents of the Ancient Egyptians in Bibliotheca Orientalia
44/5-6 (September- November 1987): 637--41, where Kitchen remarks that,
"i t is very important to realize that the Egyptian scribes wert masters of
their literary repertoire, and not its slaves" (ibid., 638). r would like to thank
John Gee for this reference.
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toricaJ narratives may be caJled into question, this must occur on
an individual basis, based on some evidence or rationale for
questioning an event's authenticity. Historians of antiquity seldom engage in Metcalfe 's blanket condemnation that "every
person and event [of ancient history} would be suspect"
simply because ancient records consistently exhibit typological
literary patterns. Indeed, the fact that the Book of Monnon manife sts such an explicitly cyclical and typological view of history is
excellent evidence for the antiquity of the document, since in this
regard it precisely parallels most ancient historical wriling. 135
How , then, do we explain the apparent parallels between the
stories of Noah and Riplakish? It is worth noting that Mosiah is
said to have translated the book of Ether at precisely the time he
was composing the book of Mosiah (Mosiah 28: 11 -20, especially II ). The literary parallels between the reigns of Noah and
Riplakish-to the extent that they are real and significant- may
be explained as a result of the introduction of the book of Ether
into the historical consciousness of the Nephites at precisely the
time when the history of king Noah was achieving its final literary form . On the other hand, the specific literary form of
Moroni 's abridgment of Ether (Ether 1:1-2) may have been
influenced by hi s earlier editing of the record of Zeniff (Mosiah

9-22).
Chiasmus and Objectivity
Continuing his critique of literary motifs in the Book of
Mormon , Metcalfe claims that "chiasmus has been touted as one
of the best, indeed 'objective,' indicators of the Book of
Mormon 's Hebraic roots" (p. 162). Metcalfe cites three sources
(p. 162 n. 30) which he asserts so "tout" chi asmus.
1. Dani el C. Peterson: "S urely Brodie was right about it s
[the Book of Mormon 's literary] structural sophistication. And
this can be-and increasi ngly is-demonstrated on quite objec-

135 Remarkably, Metcalfe makes the foll owing statement: 'The Book
of Mormon and other Mormon scriptures espouse a radically cyclical view
of history .... From this perspective the Book of Mormon accommodates
nineteenth-century theology precisely because antebellum thought is seen as
a reverberation of former ideas revealed by God, the devil, or humankind"
(p. 169 n. 51). Is Metcalfe trying to argue here that a cyclical view of history is more characteristic of antebellum America than of the ancient Near
East or Mesoamerica?
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live grounds. Up until now, the prime exhibit for this argument
has clearly been the phenomenon of chiasmus."136 Peterson is

here claiming only that the existence of complex literary structure
in the text of the Book of Mormon is objective. He makes no
claim that complex literary structures such as chiasmus are
"objective indicators" of antiquity, as Metcalfe asserts that he
does, only tbat such complexity objectively exists. I doubt that
Metcalfe would deny Peterson's real proposition.
2. John W. Welch: "If the process of identifying chiasmus
is to produce verifiable results, the inverted parallel orders must
be objectively evident."I3? Again, there is not a hint of a claim
that chiasmus is an "objective indicator" of antiquity. Such a
claim is entirely in Metcalfe's mind.
3. John W. Welch: "In my opinion, the case with respect to
Alma 36 (as a chiasm] is established. It fits all the rules (for chiasmus], from the objective to the aesthetic."138 Earlier in the
anicle Welch specifically explained what he meant by
"objectivity." "The chiastic pattern of Alma 36 is objectively
verifiable. It is not based on loose connections, imaginative synonyms, or conceptual relationships."139 What Welch is clearly
discussing is the objective nature of the chiastic parallels in Alma
36, by which he essentially means that exactly the same words
are repeated in inverse parallel order. He is not arguing that this
chiastic pattern is somehow an "objective indicator" of the Book
of Monnon's antiquity.
It seems almost as if Metcalfe is practicing Joycean word
association, where the presence of the words objective and chiasm in any text is sufficient grounds for accusing the authors of
claiming some level of objective proof of antiquity-something
which they in no way claim. None of the sources Metcalfe cites
makes any claim that the existence of this chiasmus is somehow
an "objective indicator" of the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon. 140 Indeed, Welch implicitly states just the opposite:
136 Daniel C. Peterson, "By What Measure Shall We Mete?" Review
0/ Books on The Book 0/ Mormon 2 (1990): xxiii.
137 Welch, "Criteria for Identifying the Presence of Chiasmus,"
F.A.R.M.S. preliminary report, 1989,4.
.
138 John W. Welch, "A Masterpiece: Alma 36," in Sorenson and
Thorne, eds., Rediscovering the Book 0/ Mormon, 131.
139 Ibid., 129.
140 On the other hand, it is true that some overzealous Latter-day
Saints have made unfounded claims about the evidentiary value of chiasms,
and some early discussions of the matter may have overstated the case.
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"chiasmus is a style of writing known in antiquity and used by
many ancient and some modern writers" (p. 114). Such a claim
exists only in the mind of Metcalfe, who is altempting to impose
it on his "apologists" in order to further hi s argument. Once
again, Metcalfe has seemingly misread the text to bolster his
attacks against "apologists."
The actual poSition of most hi storical traditionalists is that the
presence of chiasmus and other complex literary patterns in the
Book of Mormon is strong evidence for the antiquity of the text.
However, although the presence of chiasmus may be objectively
identifiable, its evidentiary value for the antiquity of the text is
not "objective." But even though chiasmus may be strong evidence for antiquity, no informed historical traditionali st is making the claim that chiasmus is proof of the antiquity of the
text. 141
If-as is clearly the case-the believers make no claim of
chiasmus as an "Objective indicator" of antiquity, then Metcalfe's
entire argument for methodological error on this point falls.
Therefore-for Metcalfe-the "apologists" must be making the
argument he wants them to be making. This is again apparent in
the following passage: " It is inconceivable for some apologists
that chiasms are accidental or that Joseph Smith intentionally
created these patterns since they presume he was ignorant of the
phenomenon. Only ancient writers, they contend, conscious of
an established literary device can be responsible" (p. 162).
Unfortunately, Metcalfe has not identified a single author who
actually claims thi s; it is simply Metcalfe's own "straw-man"
assertion. In fact, one author Metcalfe cites, Welch, explicitly
slates exactly the opposite of what Metcalfe asserts he is claiming ! " ll seems reasonable to believe that occurrences of si mple
chiasmus ... can also occur out of habit or convention, subliminally, subconsciously, and even inadvertently. Certainly many

141 Metcalfe himself secms 10 grant thai, despilc his counterexamples,
ch iasmus can st ill be seen as an important evidence of the antiquity of the
text. He is wisely carefu l not to dismiss entirely the evidentiary value of
chiasms, tcmpering his critique of the examples of chiasms in Ihc Book of
Mormon with language such as "mi litate against" (p. 164), " undermine,"
"complicate" (p. 165). "tempers" (p. 166), and " is less persuasive" (p. 167).
All of this language implicitly admits that the presence of extended and
comp lex chiasms in the Book of Mormon is excellent evidence for the
work's antiquity.
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such simple effects occur in literature written by authors who do
not know the technical term for the phenomenon." I 42

Although Metcalfe quotes from Welch's "Criteria for
Identifying the Presence of Chiasmus," he apparently did not
read it carefully, if at all. This becomes apparent when analyzing
Metcalfe's examples of supposed chiasms he claims to have discovered in early Latter-day Saint writings. He provides only
[our examples, all of which are very weak. His example from
Doctrine and Covenants 19: 16-17 (p. 163, fig. 1) is clearly not
a chiasm in any sense of the word, but simply a conditional
statement in which the if/then clause is reversed in the second
half of the condition. His example from Doctrine and Covenants
93: 16-18 (p. 163, fig. 2) is better, but breaks down in the middle. In his E line, Metcalfe parallels "heaven" and "earth"which are not parallels, but opposites! Furthermore, he has two
phrases centering on the terms "power" and "dwelt," which have
no parallelism whatsoever. Thus, of Welch's fifteen criteria,
Metcalfe's example fails to meet six: objectivity, purpose,
length, density, mavericks, and balance-and is weak on both
purpose and centrality.143 Metcalfe fares much worse on his
supposed example from the Joseph Smith diary (p. 164, fig. 3),
which fails completely on the grounds of objectivity. A true chiasm must have clear verbal, not vague conceptual, parallels. At
best the actual words, or at least close synonyms, must be
repeated. l44 Metcalfe tries to establish parallels between "lifted
his heel against me" and "lifted his arm against the almighty;"
between "deliver him," and "bones shall be cast;" and between
"fowls of heaven," and "blast of wind." I am sorry, but simply
breaking prose into paraliel indented lines does not a chiasm
make. Many of these phrases are not in any way parallel.
Metcalfe also ignores the early portions of Joseph's passage
about Hurlbut, which form part of the literary unit as a
whole. 145 If these are the best examples Metcalfe can discover,
then it is clear that chiasmus was not a natural and unintentional
142
143
144
145

Welch, "Criteria for Identifying the Presence of Chiasmus," 9.
Ibid., 4-8.
Ibid., 4.
Dean C. Jessee, The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1984),32. The passage reads "my soul delighteth
in the Law of the Lord for he forgiveth my sins and <will> confound mine
Enimies." This passage has no parallel in the rest of the entry, and destroys
Metcalfe's supposed chiastic parallelism.

METCALFE, APOWGETIC AND CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS (HAMBLI N)

497

part of Joseph Smith's personal speech and writing patterns.
Metcalfe's failed efforts thus actually provide additional evidence
that the extended and complex chiasms in the Book of Mormon
are indeed excellent evidence for-bur lest Metcalfe misunderstand me, I must add, not an "objective indicator" of-the antiquity of the Book of Mormon. 146
Metcalfe also fails to deal with the substantial differences
between the extremely long, complex and perfect chiasmus in
Alma 36, and his short and weak examples. In thi s regard
Metcalfe is essentially trying to argue that, because the numerical
sequence 3-2- 1-2-3 (Metcalfe's supposed short nineteenth-century chiasm) has a certai n statistical probability of occurring randomly. the sequence 9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9
(Welch's chiasmus in Alma 36, which is over three times the
length and much more explicitly chiast ic than any of Metcalfe's
examples), has precisely the same statistical probability of
occurring randomly on the basis of the fact that both happen to
be inverted scquences. It does not take a doctorate in statistics to
recognize the flaw in this argument.
Metcalfe also attempts to demonstrate that, in one case
(Mosiah 5:9~12), it is possible to see another literary pattern
than that seen by Welch. Metcalfe's discussion here in fact
admits the chiastic structure in the text (which is twice as long as
the best of his supposed nineteenth-century examples), but simply argues th at he sees a different chiasm than Welch saw.
Metcalfe then concludes, "organizing these ideas into chiasms
may be the result of su bsequent interpreters rather than the
intention of the original author" (p. 167). I agree: all that is
parallel is not chiasmus, as Metcalfe's own supposed nineteenthcentury examples amply demonstrate. But Metcalfe then attempts
to move to a universal generalization: because this one perceived
case of chiasmus may be unintentional, all perceived chiasms in
the Book of Mormon are potentially unintentional.147 But

Metcalfe wants us to go even one step further: since all perceived
chiasms are potentially unintentional, therefore all perceived chi-

! 46 I will not here discuss the example of a supposed chiasm which
Metcalfe sees in the writings of W. W. Phelps (pp. 164-65), since the issue
is whether chiasms appear unintentionally in the writings of Joseph Smith.
147 Once again, Metcalfe is indulging in a classic fallacy, this time,
the "fallacy of lire lonely fact [which isl . .. generalization from one single
case." Fischer, Historians · Fallacies. 109.
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asms are, in fact, unintentiona1.148 This is because Metcalfe's
argument against chiasmus as evidence of the antiquity of the
Book of Mormon rests entirely on the assumption that all chiasms in the book were created unintentionally. Metcalfe's single
debatable example can hardly bear the weight of (he numerous
assumptions that he places upon it.
But, let us, for the sake of argument, accept that the chiasms
Metcalfe claims to have found in early Latter-day Saint writing
are authentic. At best, that would demonstrate that chiasmus is
not a final proof of the antiquity of the Book of Mormon. BUI,
as noted above. no serious historical traditional scholar has ever
made that claim-Metcalfe has made that claim for us. The actual
argument is that chiasmus is evidence of antiquity, not conclu·
sive proof. Furthermore, we are not dealing only with a few
isolated examples of chiasmus, but with a wide range of very
complex forms of literary parallelism. [49 To the extent that such
parallelisms are authentic and nonrandom, the probability
increases exponentially that they are not the product of Joseph
Smith himself, but of a participant in a highly developed ancient
literary tradition. Although this does not prove the antiquity of
the Book of Mormon, it does provide reasonable grounds for
believing in the possibility of antiquity.
Metcalfe finally makes the following revealing statement:

By logical extension Welch's conclusion also presupposes the transmission of the Book of Mormon
through a lineage of ecclesiastical leaders, eventually
delivered by an angel to a young prophet who with the
aid of stone(s) placed in his hat was able to read the
unknown language. Intentionality [of chiasmus] may be
weakened for some interpreters when seen in terms of
the additional historical assumptions Welch's thesis presupposes. (pp. 165-66 n. 43)

148 This is another case of the fallacy of possible proof; see above,
page 470.
149 See Donald W. Parry, The Book of Mormon Text Reformatted
according to Parallefi.wic Parterns (Provo: Foundation for Ancient Research
and Mormon Studies, \992). Parry provides a 50-page introduction which
provides examples of numerous types of complex literary parallelisms
which occur in the Book of Mormon.
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We could not hope to find a more transparent betrayal of how
Metcalfe's presuppositions control his conclusions. I SO Since
angels do nol deliver golden plates to young prophets, the Book
of Mormon is obviously a nineteenth-century document. The
numerous and quite obviou s literary panerns in the Book of
Monnon must therefore simply be reduced to random chance. ISI
Where, I ask, is the rigor in Metcalfe's method, which amounts
to dismissing all evidence which is contrary to his conclusion?
By this basic "method," Metcalfe is able to eliminate all potential
parallels to antiquity.

"Gad ian ton Masonry," Again?
Metcalfe then proceeds to a critique of the so-called expansionist model of the Book of Mormon-which, according to
him, is just as "apologetic" as all other models except his own.
Since I do not subscribe to this theory, I will not enler into a
lengthy discussion of Metcalfe' s analysis. Nonetheless, Metcalfe
makes a particularly egregious error in this section which should
not pass unnoticed.
He asserts "that the Book of Mormon accounts of robbers
resemble report s of early nineteenth-century insurgencies
because the scriptural narrative was imbued with the antiMasonic rhetoric permeating Joseph Smith's culture" (p. 171).
Metcalfe's only evidence to support this remarkable claim is the
appearance of the word "crafl" in Helaman 2:4, and "secret
combination" in Helaman 3:23. He does not even deign to provide the usual references to this theory.152 But most significantly, the supposed Gadianton-Masonry connection has been

ISO Metcalfe is arguing from his conclusions, and is thus guilty of
Fischer's "fallacy of the circular proof [which] is a spec ies of questionbegging, which cons ists in assuming what is to be proved." Fischer,
Historians' Fallacies, 49.
J 5 1 This is al so a particularly egregious case of "the reductive fallacy
[whichl reduces complexity to sim plicity, or diversity or uniformity, in
causal explanations." Fischer, Hi.ttoriQlls· Fallacies, 172.
J 52 Most of the major sources proposing a Gadianton-Mason connection can be found referenced in Daniel C. Peterson, "Notes on 'Gadianton
Masonry,' " in Stephen D. Ricks and William J. Hambl in, eds., Warfa re ill
the Book of Mormoll (Sa lt Lake City: Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S ..
1990), 174-224.
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debunked by Daniel C. Peterson.l 53 No one wishing to maintain
a relationship between the Gadiantons and Masons has ever re~
sponded to Peterson's essays. Metcalfe apparently feels it is
sufficient to assert what for him is so obvious a parallel as to require no documentation, while ignoring Peterson's withering
critique. 154

Variations in the Joseph Smith Translation
Metcalfe argues that "Smith periodically incorporated revisions into the Bible he later discarded because the King James
Version (KJV) better articulated his Nauvoo, Illinois, theology"
(p. 179). This implies that "the phenomena of the lextsSmith's Bible revisions versus his later assertions about what
the ancient writers actually meant and recorded-render the authorial and historical claims of the text ambiguous at best"
(p. ISO). For Metcalfe this means that we can call into question
"the ancient historicity of the Book of Mormon" (p. IS2)
because of differences and ambiguities between the Book of
Mormon quotations from the Bible, the KJV, and Joseph
Smith's revisions.
Metcalfe's treatment of differences between Joseph's quotation of scripture in the Nauvoo period, the Joseph Smith
Translation (JST), and the Book of Mormon is marred by a
characteristic of his approach: he argues against interpretations
of the texts which are based on inerrantist presuppositions.
Although there are undoubtedly Latter-day Saint inerrantists,
Metcalfe should be aware that most Mormons and nearly all
historical traditionalists are lIot scriptural inerrantists.

153 Ibid., and his" 'Secret Combinations' Revisited," Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies III (Fall 1992): 184-88.
154 Anti-Mormons such as Metcalfe, who are seeking respectability in
the larger academic community, should consider carefully reading and accurately paraphrasing the evidence and arguments provided by their intellectual
opponents before making such unsubstantiated assertions. Like the
Spaulding theory, I had felt that this particular explanatory model had finally
been laid 10 rest. But like undead zombies from a B-grade horror flick, it
seems you can kill these arguments over and over, and yet they still return.
Vernal Holley has recently tried to resurrect the corpse of the Spaulding theory; see the review by Ara Norwood in Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 1 (1989): 80-88, while other anti-Mormons do not seem 10 realize
that Dee Jay Nelson has been dead and buried (both intellectually and literally) for some years.
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Furthermore, Metcalfe does not attempt to demonstrate that it is
an imperative that the JST must always represent a revealed
restoration of an ancient text; Quite the contrary, it is widely
believed that the JST may frequently represent a modern inspired
commentary on the King James Version English text. Robert J.
Matthews writes:
To regard the New Translation as a product of divine
inspiration given to Joseph Smith does not necessarily
assume that it be a restoration of the original Bible text. It
seems probable that the New Translation could be many
things. For example, the nature of the work may fall into
at least four categories: I. Portions may amount to
restoLdtions of content material once written by the biblical authors but since deleted from the Bible. 2. Portions
may consist of a record of actual historical events that
were not recorded, or were recorded but never included
in the biblical collection 3. Portions may consist of inspired commentary by the Prophet Joseph Smith, enlarged, elaborated, and even adapted to a latter-day situation. This may be similar to what Nephi meant by
"Likening" the scriptures to himself and his people in
their particular circumstance. (See I Nephi 19:23-24; 2
Nephi 11 :8). 4. Some items may be a harmonization of
doctrinal concepts that were revealed to the Prophet
Joseph Smith independently of his translation of the
Bible, but by means of which he was able to discover
that a biblical passage was inaccurate. The most fundamental question seems to be whether or not one is disposed to accept the New Translation as a divinely
inspired document. 155
Thus it is not clear why Metcalfe insists that every emendation in
the JST was intended to represent a textual restoration of an
historical manuscript.
Second, Metcalfe maintains that the differences between the
JST and Joseph' s use of biblical quotations in the Nauvoo
period represent "rever[sionl to the KJV as prooftext" and that
155 Robert J. Matthews. ··A Plainer Translation ": Joseph Smith's
Translation of the Bible: A History and Commemary (Provo, UT: Brigham
Young University Press, 1985),253. Metcalfe is apparently aware of this
book (p. 180 o. 86); as with the chiasmus issue, he would have done well
to have carefully read the source he quotes.
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"when developing his doctrine of election, Smith returned to the
KJV" (p. 179) because it better matched the new doctrine he was
inventing. Metcalfe is here engaged in a favorite anti-Mormon

sport of mind-readin g Joseph' s intentions on the slimmest of
evidence. To establish his claim that Joseph intentionally
"reverted" to the KJV in Nauvoo in order to "prooftext" his new
revelations, Metcalfe needs first to establish the degree to which
Joseph used the 1ST in hi s later sermons and writings. Metcalfe
apparently assumes that he did. Since the JST had not been published at that time, few people in Nauvoo would have known of
its contents. It would therefore have been pointless for Joseph to
draw formal doctrinal authority from an unavailable manuscript.
I am unaware of any detailed st udy on the use of the JST in sermons of the Nauvoo period, but a quick glance at the scriptural
index to the Words of Joseph Smith shows only four references
to the JST out of several hundred indexed Biblical scriptures. 156
Be that as it may. the burden of proof rests upon Metcal fe to
demonstrate that there is a consistent pattern on Joseph' s part of
quoting from the JST in most of his sermons and writings, in
clear distinction to hi s "reversion" to the KJV in the specific
incidents Metcalfe mentions.

Contextualizing Historical Documents
Metcalfe at last informs us of what our methodological
approach should be to an ancient text, whose authenticity and
antiquity are in question . He asserts that "critical scholars" hold
a "nontraditional view of authority [of a text, which] requires
that claims be assessed in the context of the narrative and in the
historical setting within which the readers first encountered the
text" (p. 174; emphasis added). To support thi s claim he lists a
set of books in a footnote, all of wh ich discuss the questio n of
the authority of scripture within religious or intellectual communities (p. 174 n. 71).157 He provides no reference to sections
156 Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook. The Words of Joseph
Smith (Provo: Rel igious Siudies Center. 1980),421-25. I am not implying
that this necessaril y represents an accurate assessment of the use of the JST
by Joseph in the Nauvoo period, but it does give some indication that
Metcalfe's thesis rests on very tenuous grounds.
157 Metcalfe provides frequent lists of books as suggested readings
(pp. 154- 55 n. 7; 168 n. 48; 174 n. 71). The fact that he on occasion
apparently uses these books as references for ideas which the works themselves do not contain leads me to suspect that he has not read or, at least,
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of these books dealing with questions of how to contextuali ze a
controversial document which is possibly a forgery. Although I
did not read all of these books in their entirety, I could find no
sections in these books where any of the "critical scholars"
Metcalfe references make the claim he is making. This is simply
Metca lfe's assertion parading as the universal opinion and
methodology of all critical scholars everywhere.
Metcalfe's claim requires a bit of unpacking. Apparently he
means to say here that because " the readers first encountered"
the Book of Mormon in the early nineteenth century, it should
therefore "be assessed in the context of ... (that nineteenthcentury] historical settin g." But actual historical methodology
requires that a text be ana ly zed in the context in which it was
written, not in which in was first read! Metcalfe is attempting to
pass off a major revision of standard historical methodologyexchanging writer for reader-i n order to discredit the methodology of the historical traditionalists. I quite agree that the Book
of Mormon should be context uali zed in the historical period in
which it was first written; the problem is that there are two possible historical contexts, an ancient one and a nineteenth-centu ry
one. Which is the authentic context is precisely the disputed
point.
In order to demonstrate that Metcalfe's version of the
methodology of "critical scholars" contcxtualizi ng an historical
document to the period "within which the readers first encountered the text" is patently bogus, let us apply it to the Dead Sea
Scroll s. The Dead Sea Scroll s were discovered in the midtwentieth century. Following Metcalfe's method, shou ld we examine
the Dead Sea Scrolls only in the context of Jordan and Palest ine
in the mi dtwentiet h century, when the documents were first
read? Obviously not , because the document was written in the
first centuries before and after Chri st. The hi storical contextual-

has not understood some of them. In this case he seems actually to be referring to the first part of a complex sentence; the second half. which presents
hi s controversial point of eontextualizing to the readers, remains undocume nted. But si nce the footnote is appended at the end of the sentence as a
whole, it makes it appear to the unwary reader that Metcalfe is documenting
his highly id iosy ncratic approach to historical contextualization. This is, of
course, simply another form of the "argument ad verecundiam (which consistsl in appeals 10 all the paraphernalia of pedantry. Among them are ...
Appeals to references." Fischer, Historians' Fallacies, 285.
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jzalion should clearly be to that period. If the Book of Monnon
is an ancient document, why should it also not be contextualized
to antiquity? Why the priority of the nineteenth-century context

where Metcalfe claims the "readers first encountered the
text"?158

Historical traditionalists are not here denying the usefulness
of an examination of the Book of Mormon in a nineteenth-century context. This would be valuable even if the book is ancient.
I have elsewhere outlined what I feel is the proper methodology
for trying to determine the original historical setting of the Book
of Mormon:
I. Assume that the book is an authentic ancient
record and analyze it from this perspective; 2. Assume
that the book is a nineteenth-century document and anaJyze it from this perspective; 3. Compare and contrast the
successes, failures, and relative explanatory power of the
results of these studies; 4. Attempt to discover which
model is the most plausible explanation for the existence
of the text. 159
Rather than respond to this published analysis, Metcalfe preferred to argue against a supposed "apologetic" method which
exists only in his fantasy. I await an explanation from any naturalist as to why the attempt to contextualize the Book of Mormon
in antiquity is merely an "apologetic," rather than a serious part
of a systematic effort to evaluate the two major possible sources
for the text-antiquity and the nineteenth century.

The Argument from Sincerity
Metcalfe seems to be under the illusion that certain traditionalists are arguing that, since Joseph Smith and other early
Mormons were apparently sincere in their beliefs in heavenly
visions and revelations, those revelations should be accepted as
true (p. 174). No one I know has ever made such a claim.
Metcalfe is once again grotesquely misreading our position when
I 58 It could, of course. be argued that the "readers first encountered the
text" in ancient Mesoamerica, when Mormon and Moroni were editing the
Book of Monnon. Thus, by insisting on contextualizing only to the nineteenth century, Metcalfe is again begging the question.
159 William J. Hamblin, "Sharper Than a Two-edged Sword,"
SultStone 15/6 (December 1991): 54c.
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he argues "against assuming that a perception of prophetic experience is infallible just because a prophet is sincere" (p. 175).
Thus, I agree with Metcalfe that "sincerity [of belief] is no reliable index of reality or truth" (p. 174).
The only example which Metcalfe provides of someone supposedly arguing this position is Stephen D. Ricks. Metcalfe
quotes Ricks as saying, " 'I am, for instance, convinced that
George Q. Cannon was an honest man. When he claims to have
seen Christ, I see no reason to doubt him. When Lorenzo Snow,
a similarly honest man, claims to have seen Christ, I see no reason to doubt him, either. .. .' Aside from Ricks's circularity,
this is question begging of the worst kind" (pp. 174-75
n. 72).160 Unfortunately for his readers, Metcalfe fails to provide the context of this argument. Ricks is arguing against the a
priori presuppositions of Edward Ashment (and Metcalfe for that
matter) that always reject testimony of visions and revelations
because, in the minds of those critics, such things simply do not
happen. 161
Read in the context of the entire paper, Ricks's argument is
as follows: Mr. X is known to be an honest, sane, and intelligent man. Mr. X claims to have seen the resurrected Christ.
Since Mr. X is honest, sane, and intelligent, we should take his
claims seriously. Such claims cannot be dismissed simply on the
a priori assumption that, since God does not exist, Mr. X cannot
have seen the resurrected Christ, and therefore must be hallucinating or lying. The argument is not that their sincerity and honesty are proof that they did indeed see Christ. Ricks is arguing
against those-like Metcalfe-who would dismiss such claims
out of hand because they contradict one's presuppositions. For
Metcalfe the agnostic, the resurrected Christ does not exist.
Therefore, it must be impossible for Cannon, Snow, or Smith to
160 Citing Ricks, ""Response 10 Edward Ashmenl, 'Canon and Ihe
HiSlOrian,' .. paper presented at the Mormon History Associalion, I June
1991, 3. Ashmenl's paper is now available as "Hisloriography of Ihe
Canon," in Smith, ed., Faithful History, 281-301. Ricks's Slatemenl may
appear to be begging the queslion- although it actually isn't in the full
form of the argument given below- bul I can'l see how his reasoning is
circular.
161 Ricks. "Response 10 Edward Ashmenl, 'Canon and the Historian: ,. 2- 3. In a personal conversation with Ricks I have confirmed that I
have properly understood the intention of his argument. I hope my discussion here will clarify the matter if the original text was ambiguously
phr=d.
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have seen the resurrected Christ. Ricks is arguing that their gen·
eral record of honesty, intelligence and sanity compels us to take
their claims of visions of Christ seriously. Thus, he is arguing
against secularist metaphysical presuppositions which allow
them to predetennine what evidence for visionary claims can and
cannot be taken seriously.
By quoting Ihis isolated passage out of context, Metcalfe
here appears to want Ricks to argue that, because Joseph Smith
sincerely believed in his visionary experiences, those experiences were necessarily true. Of course, Ricks is arguing no such
thing; once again, the methodological fallacy exists only in
Metcalfe's own distorted interpretations. First, we are not maintaining that any prophetic experience is infallible, only that such
experiences are real. Second, and more importantly for this
issue, no one is arguing that prophetic experiences are real
because they are sincerely believed by the visionary. 1 believe
that we should also take the visionary claims of Zarathushtra, the
Buddha, or Muhammad seriously, but this does not mean that I
necessarily accept their claims as authentic. It is, of course possible for a sincere person to have an hallucination or dream
which is interpreted as a prophetic or visionary experience. This
is possible for both Mormons and non-Mormons. But the fact
that nonrevelatory experiences such as dreams, hallucinations,
or intuitions can on occasion be misinterpreted by the recipient
as being revelatory is not evidence against the existence of any
real revelation. Nor does the fact that certain claimed revelatory
experiences are in fact fraudulent prove that therefore all claimed
revelations are fraudulent.

The Question of the Witnesses
Metcalfe's treatment of the Three Witnesses is problematic.
He realizes that the testimony of the many witnesses to the existence of the golden plates strikes a serious blow to his view of
the Book of Mormon as merely a nineteenth-century forgery.
For this reason, he must attempt to undermine the reliability of
the witnesses of the plates in order to demonstrate that the plates
never existed, and that the Book of Mormon is therefore a nineteenth-century document. He attempts this in two ways: first, by
declaring that "visions" are not part of the "empirical world";
and, second, by attempting to show that the witnesses claimed
other experiences which Metcalfe finds unconvincing and seems
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to feel would be unconvincing or disturbing to many Latter-day
Saints as well. Metcalfe makes his first argument as follows:
Because they [the Three Witnesses] experienced the
plates in a religiously ecstatic context, the experience is
best approached from within a visionary tradition. Such
a test imonial vision from God is not designed to address
the empirical world of its human participants and cannot
lend itself to historical-criticai assessment (p. 175).
This is sheer nonsense and is significant only as a transparent
manifestation of Metcalfe's own metaphysical presuppositions
and special pleading.
First is the claim that the Three Witnesses saw the plates in a
"religiously ecstatic context." Metcalfe does not define what he
means by this, but I assume it refers to what the early Saints
called "being in the spirit." To the extent that it is true for the
Three Witnesses, it is certainly untrue concerning the testimony
of the Eight Witnesses and the other incidental witnesses, all of
which Metcalfe conveniently ignores. 162
Second, he says that "the experience is best approached from
within a visionary tradition ." Again he fails to tell us what that
means, but given Metcalfe's presuppositions, I assume he
means that the visions should be understood as hallucinations.
Third, he insists that "testimonial vision from God is not
designed to address the empirical world of its human participants."163 Notice that Metcalfe uses the term "empirical"meaning knowledge based on observation and experiencerather than "real." Reality, of course, includes more things than
can be empirically observed or experienced by humans. While
an argument could be made that visions are in fact empiricalthey are observed and experienced-the.y are certainly real, just
162 Metcalfe's approach to the question of the witnesses of the plates
consists of ignoring and dismissing all evidence contrary to his presuppositions. To ignore the testimonies of the Eight Witnesses and the inc idental
witnesses manifests a basic disregard for the fundamental historical principle
of dealing with all available evidence. and can hardly be considered either
critical or rigorous.
163 I must confess to a certain degree of stupefaction in trying to decipher the ponderous phrase "address the empirical world of its human participants," I suppose he means "address the human participants of the empirical
world," or perhaps "address the empirical world and its human participants."
It is also not clear how humans are participants in the empirical world rather
than an empirical pan of that world.
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as ultraviolet light is real, even though it is not empirically
observable by the human eye. What Metcalfe actually means,
however, is that the visions are simply not real. Or, at best they
are real only in the sense that hallucinations in the minds of the
visionaries have a real basis in the biochemistry of the brain. At
worst, they are lies invented by the visionaries.
But here Metcalfe is simply wrong. For the early Saints, a
"testimonial vision from God" was indeed "designed to address
the empirical world." A major purpose of the Book of Mormon
was precisely to provide empirical proof of the existence of God
and of his revelations to the " human participants" of the world.
According to the Doctrine and Covenants, the Book of Mormon
was given by inspiration, and is confirmed to others [the
Three Witnesses] by the ministering of angels, and is
declared unto the world by them-Proving to the world
that the holy scriptures are true, and that God does
inspire men and call them to his holy work in this age
and generation, as well as in generations of old; Thereby
showing that he is the same God yesterday, today, and
forever. Amen. Therefore having so great witnesses, by
them shall the world be judged, even as many as shall
hereafter come to a knowledge of this work. And those
who receive it in faith, and work righteousness, shall
receive a crown of eternal life; But those who harden
their hearts in unbelief, and reject it, it shall turn to their
own condemnation. (D&C 20: 10--15)
Contrary to Metcalfe's view, this passage seems to be claiming
that the experiences of the Three Witnesses were intended pre·
cisely to be empirical evidence for the world of God's existence
and revelations.
Metcalfe concludes with the following statement concerning
the implications of the visionary claims of the witnesses. It
should cause "us to wonder what objective reality meant for
them [the witnesses] and if this meaning has any application or
relevance to readers today" (p. 178). In other words, what
Metcalfe is really saying is that the visions were completely
imaginary. Since Metcalfe knows that such things do not happen, we can simply dismiss them.
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Anthony Hutchinson's discussion of this same issue is also
strange . 164 First, he asserts that "descriptions of the ' plates'
given by Smith and his close associates vary enough to suggest
that the plates themselves were objects seen in vision" (p. 7).
Hutchinson makes not the slightest attempt to show that the
descriptions of the plates varied, or if they did why this would
indir::ate that everyone who saw the plates saw them only in a
"vision." He does not explain why the explicitly nonvisionary
testimonies of the plates by the eight and other incidental witnesses should be understood as being somehow visionary. Nor
does he explain why seeing something in a "vision" somehow
proves that the item seen is not real, anymore than why seeing a
photograph of something is evidence that the thing being photographed is not real. 16S Next, he makes the deceptive statemen t
that the plates "were in any case not merely archaeological artifacts" (p. 7; emphasis added). Can he be serio us? The problem
is that Hutchinson believes the plates were merely visionarythey did not exist at all. He is seriously misreading the significance of the plates to the early Saints; the plates were significant
evidence of the restoration both because they were tangible, real
objects, and because they were accompanied by visionary confirmation from God. If either element were missing-if they
were real objects without divine confirmation, or visionary
without being real-the significance of the plates would be undermined. Finally, Hutchinson makes this odd statement: "their
visionary character does not necessarily make them less real or
mere ' hallucination. ' " To support this claim he provides not one
reason why we should think that a vision of nonexistent plates
written by nonexi stent people should be seen as anything other
than a perfectly lunatic hallucination.
In a further attempt to undermine the reality of the vision of
the golden plates. Metcalfe cites a statement by Joseph Smith,
" 'the same visio n [of the angel and gold plates] was opened to
our [Smith 's and Harris's ) view-Qlieast it was, again to me'"
(p. 175 n. 74). 166 For Metcalfe, this "impl[ies] that Harris was
164 Hutchinson. ''The Word of God Is Enough:' 7.
165 Certainty. just as a vision may be an hallucination, so movies can
al~o include ~pec i a l effects, creating nonexistent monsters or spaceships. But
this docs not dem on ~trate that all movies must therefore be entirely the creation of speciat effects.
166 Citing lessee. ed .. The Papers of Joseph Smith. I:237 (emphasis
added by Metcalfe).
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present but may not have shared Smith's experience" (p. 175).
But does it? Metcalfe is once again not only trying to read
Joseph's mind, but grossly distorting the evidence in the process. It seems to me that a much more reasonable explanation is
that Joseph is simply telling us what he himself saw; be believes
that Harri s had a similar experience, but cannot speak with certainty because no one can know for certain what another man
has seen. Is there any evidence that my reading of the passage is
superior to Metcalfe' s? Indeed there is. Metcalfe conveniently
fails to quote the entire passage from Joseph, which continues
where Metcalfe broke it off,
and once more I beheld <and heard> all the same things
[which had occurred in the first vision with only David
Whitmer and Oliver Cowdery present} . whilst at the
same moment, Martin Harris cried out apparently in an
extasy of Joy, " ' ti s enough . ' tis enough mine eyes have
beheld, mine eyes have beheld," and jumping up he
shouted Hosann a, ana blessed God , and otherwise
rejoiced exceedingly.167
Would a genuine scholar be led to assume from this passage
as a whole-as Metcalfe trie s to co nvi nce his readers-t hat
Joseph Smith was "i mplying that Harri s was present but may
not have shared Smith's experience?" Again, we see an indication of Metcalfe's consistent pattern of distorting the texts to fit
his presuppositions.
As anyone who has studied the matter knows, Metcalfe is
consciously ignoring a wide range of statements by the Three
Witnesses describing their experiences. He conveniently selects
texts which contain ambiguities, while ignoring many others
which are much cJearer. 168 For example,
167 Ibid.
168 See Matthew Roper. "Comments on the Book of Mormon
Witnesses: A Response to Jerald and Sandra Tanner," in journal oj Book oj
Mormon Studies 212 (Fall 1993): 164-93, for many additional sources and
analysis. I would like to thank Matthew Roper for providing me with the
following references on the witnesses; he is currently preparing a collection
of all primary sources about the plates. Metcalfe's specific argument concerning the voice David Whitmer heard (pp . 176-77) is simply stale antiMormon sou p. which Metcalfe offers up as a newly discovered gounnet
dish . This topic has been dealt with by Ri chard Lloyd Anderson,
In vesrigolillg the Book oj Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 1981). 165, and more recently by Matthew Roper, "Comments on
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David Whitmer:
I saw them [the plates and other artifacts] just as
plain as I see this bed (striking bis hand upon tbe bed
beside bim).169
I heard the voice of tbe Angel just as stated in said
Book, and the engravings on the plates were shown to
us, and we were commanded to bear record of them; and
if they are not true, then there is no truth.170

Of course we were in the spirit when we had the
view, for no man can behold the face of an angel, except
in a spiritual view. But we were in the body also, and
everything was as natural to us, as it is at any time. 171
Afler talking as he did, so fully and freely he said "}
have been asked if we saw those things with our natural
eyes. Of course they were our natural eyes. There is no
doubt that our eyes were prepared for the sight , but they
were our natural eyes nevertheless." I72
Rather suggestively he [Colonel Giles] asked if it
might not have been possible that he, Mr. Whitmer, had
been mistaken and had simply been moved upon by
some mental disturbance, or hallucination , which had
deceived them into thinking he saw the Personage, the
Angel, the plates, the Urim and Thummim, and the
sword of Laban. How well and distinctly I remember the
manner in which Elder Whitmer arose and drew himself

the Book of Mormon Witnesses," 181-82. There is a consistent pattern in
Mc:tcalfe's arti!;le of resurrecting old anti-Mormon arguIIIC:llts without providing an intellectual pedigree for these ideas, nor even acknowledging the
existence of serious Lauer-day Sai nt responses to his argumenl~.
169 Chicago Times Correspondent Interview, 14 October 1881,
Richmond, Missouri, Chicago Times, 17 October 1881, in Lyndon W.
Cook, ed. David Whitmer lnten';ews: A Restoration Witness (Orem, UT:
Grandin, 1991),75- 76.
170 James H. Hart Interview, 21 August 1883. Richmond, Missouri,
James H. Hart Notebook, in Cook, David Whitmer Interviews, 96.
171 David Whitmer to Anthony Metcalf, March 1887, in Anthony
Metcalf, Tefl Years before the Mast (Malad, IN: n.p., 1888),73- 74.
172 Nathan Tanner Jr. to Nathan A. Tanner, 17 February 1909, in
Cook, David Whitmer Interviews , 192- 93.
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up to his full height-a little over six feet-and said, in
solemn and impressive tones: "No, sir! I was not under
any hallucination, nOf was I deceived! I saw with these
eyes and I heard with these ears! I know whereof I
speak!"l73

Martin Harris:
Bishop Barter: "Are you sure you saw the Angel and
tbe Records of the Book of Mormon in (he form of Gold
Plates?"
Martin Harris: "Gentlemen," and he held out his right
hand, "do you see that hand? Are you sure you see it? Or
are your eyes playing you a trick or something? No.
Well as sure as you see my hand so sure did I see the
Angel and the plates. Brethren, I know I saw and heard
these things, and the Lord knows I know these things of
which I have spoken are true."114
Although Harris had a visionary experience, he is
also an incidental witness of the plates. He claimed that
"while at Mr. Smith's I hefted the plates, and I knew
from the heft that they were lead or gold, and I knew that
Joseph had not credit enough to buy so much lead."175
"I know that the plates have been translated by the
gift and power of God, for his voice declared it unto us;
therefore I know of a surety that the work is true. For,"
continued Mr. Harris, "Did I not at one time hold the
plates on my knee an hour-and-a-half, whilst in conversation with Joseph, when we went to bury them in the
woods, that the enemy might not obtain them? Yes I did.
And as many of the plates as Joseph Smith translated I
handled with my hands, plate after plate." Then describing their dimensions, he pointed with one of the fingers
173 Joseph Smith III et aI., Interview, July 1884. Richmond
Missouri, in Cook, David Whitmer Interviews. 134-35.
174 "Statement of William M. Glenn to O. E. Fischbacher, 30 May
1943. Cardslon. Alberta, Canada," Deseret News, 2 October 1943, Church
Section, p. 6.
175 Joel Tiffany, "Monnonism-No. II." Tiffany'S Monthly 4 (1859):

168-69.
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of his left hand to the back of his right hand and said, "I
should think Ihey were so long, or about eight inches,
and about so thick, or about four inches; and each of the
plates was thicker Ihan the thickest tin."176

Oliver Cowdery:
I beheld with my eyes. And handled with my hands
the gold plates from which it [the Book of Monnon] was
translated. I also beheld the Interpreters. That book is
true. l77

Thus, the overall message of the testimony of the Three
Witnesses was that, although their experience was visionary, it
was nonetheless absolutely real-the two are mutually exclusive
only in the minds of secular naturalists such as Metcalfe. But let
us grant, for the sake of argument, that Metcalfe is correct, and
that Cowdery, Whitmer, and Harris were unreliable witnesses,
given to hallucinations and flights of fancy, and that their testimonies of the golden plates should therefore be discounted. This
in no way solves the historical problem for Metcalfe. For
Metcalfe fails to deal both with the testimony of the Eight
Witnesses, who claimed to have seen the plates in a completely
nonvisionary setting, and with that of the numerous additional
incidental witnesses who saw or held the plates in situations
which were neither visionary, nor overtly contrived by Joseph
Smith.178 Indeed, Metcalfe does not even mention that additional witnesses to the plates exist at all! Take for instance, the
following story told by Lucy Smith:
Josep h, on coming to them [the plates which were
hidden in the forest in a hollowed log] , took them from
their secret place, and, wrapping them in his linen frock,
placed them under his arm and started for home ....
176 Statement of David B. Dille, 15 September 1853. Millennial Star
21 (20 August 1859): 545-46.
177 Remarks of Oliver Cowdery, 21 October 1848. Misquclo Creek.
Council Bluffs. Iowa, Reuben Miller Journal . 21 October 1848. Latter-day
Saini Church Archives. Miller's account later appeared in (he Millennial
Star 2J (1859): 544-46. and in the Deseret Evening News, 20 February
1910.8.
J 78 See Anderson, hlVe.ftig(ltill8 the Book of Mormon Willl esses, for
a general discussion and numerous examples.
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Traveling some distance ... a man sprang up from
behind [a log] and gave him a heavy blow with a gun.
Joseph turned around and knocked him down ... About
half a mile farther he was attacked again ... and before
he reached horne he was assaulted the third time. In
striking the last one, he dislocated his thumb, which,
however, he did not notice until he came within sight of
the house, when he threw himself down in the comer of
the fence in order to recover his breath. As soon as he
was able, he arose and came to the house. He was still
altogether speechless from fright and the fatigue of running,l79

Remembering that Metcalfe would have us believe that the
plates simply did not exist-they were merely "visionary"-how
does he explain this story? Can it not lend itself to "historical·
critical assessment?" How does it relate to Metcalfe's "empirical
world"? There are several possible explanations: I. Joseph in·
vented the story to fool his family. 2. Joseph was hallucinating.
If so, this was not simply an ordinary dream or vision, but a
monumental hallucination. First, Joseph hallucinated that he was
carrying the plates into the woods, hiding them in a log. Then he
hallucinated that he ran through the forest with the plates, being
attacked by nonexistent attackers. (Or perhaps the attackers were
real, and Joseph was only hallucinating that he was carrying
sixty pounds of golden plates.) 3. The experience really
occurred, and Joseph really did have the plates. I would sin·
cerely like to know which of these explanations, or perhaps
some other, Metcalfe and other naturalists accept.
There are many similar incidents, a selection of which are
given below.
David Whitmer:
I-Did the eight witnesses not handle the plates as a
material substance?
He-We [the Three Witnesses] did not, but they did,
because the faith of Joseph became so great that the
179 Lucy Mack Smith. Biographical Sketches of Joseph Smith the
Prophet and His Progenitors for MallY Generations (Liverpool: Richards.
(853). 120-21. Cf. Lucy Mack Smith. History of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake
City: Bookcrafl. n.d.). 108.
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angel , the guardian of the plates, gave the plates up to
Joseph for a time, that those eight witnesses could see
and handle them.1 80

John Whitmer:
I am aware that your nar.le is affixed to the testimony
in the Book of Mormon that you saw the plates?
He- It is so, and that testimony is true.
I- Did you handle the plates with your hands?
He-I did so !
I- Then they were a material substance?
He- Yes, as material as anything can be.
I- Were they heavy to lift?
He-Yes, and as you know gold is a heavy metal:
they were very heavy.
I- How big were the leaves?
He-So far as I recollect. 8 by 6 or seven inches.
I- Were the leaves thick?
He- Yes, just so thick, that characters could be
engraven on both sides.
I- How were the leaves joined together?
He-In three rings, each one in the shape of a D with
the straight line towards the center.
I- In what place did you see the plates?
He-In Joseph Smith's house; he had them there.
I- Did you see them covered with a cloth?
He-No. He handed them uncovered into our hands,
and we turned the leaves sufficient to sati sfy us . 181
[O]ld Father John Whitmer told me last winter, with
tears in hi s eyes, that he knew as well as he knew he had
an ex istence that Joseph Smith tran slated the ancient
writing which was upon the plates. which he "saw and
handled," and which, as one of the scribes , he helped to
180 P. Wilhelm Pou lson Interv iew. No date, Richmond , Mi ssouri ,
Deserel Evening News, 16 August 1878, in Cook., David Whilm er
Imen1jew!;', 22. David Whitmer was one of the Three Witnesses, but in thi s
passage he is di $Cussing his understanding of the experience of the Eight
Witnesses.
181 P. Wilhelm Poulson to the editors of the Deserel News, 3 1 July
1878, in Deserel News, 6 August 1878.
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copy, as the words fell from Joseph's lips, by
ural or almighty power.182

supernat~

Hyrum Smith:
We was talking about the Book of Mormon, which
he [Hyrum] is one of the witnesses. He said he had but
two hands and two eyes. He said he had seen the plates
with his eyes and handled them with his hands.IS3

[I] had been abused and thrust into a dungeon ...
on account of my faith .... However, I thank God that I
felt a determination to die, rather than deny the things
which my eyes had seen, which my hands had handled,
and which I had borne testimony 10, wherever my lot
had been cast; and I can assure my beloved brethren that
I was enabled to bear as strong a testimony. when nothing but death presented itself, as ever I did in my life. l84

Lucy Mack Smith:
[On the morning of September 22, after Joseph had
returned from the hill, he placed] the article [the Nephite
interpreters] of which he spoke into my hands, and,
upon examination, [I] found that it consisted of two
smooth three-cornered diamonds set in glass, and the
glasses were set in silver bows, which were connected
with each other in much the same way as old fashioned
spectacles . . . . [H]e [Joseph Smith] handed me the
breastplate spoken of in his history. It was wrapped in a
thin muslin handkerchief, so thin that I could feel its
proportions without any difficulty. It was concave on
one side and convex on the other, and extended from the
neck downwards, as far as the center of the stomach of a
182 Letter of Myron Bond to Saints' Herald, 2 August 1878, Cadillac,
Michi.l:an, in Saints' Herald 25 (1878): 253.
Ig3 Sally Parker to Francis Tufts. 26 August 1838, Sunbury, Ohio,
cited in Richard Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses,
159.
184 General letter of Hyrum Smith, December 1839, Commerce,
Illinois, Times and Seasons 1 (1839): 23.
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man of extraordinary size. It had four straps of the same
material, for the purpose of fastening itlo the breast, 185
I asked her [Lucy Smith] if she saw the plates. She
said no, it was not for her to see them, but she hefted
and handled them. 186
William Smith:
I was permitted to lift them as they lay in a pillow
case; but not to see them, as it was contrary to the commands he had received. They weighed about sixty
pounds according to my bestjudgment,187

They were not quite as large as this Bible .... One
could easily tell that they were not stone, hewn out to
deceive. or even a block of wood. Being a mixture of
gold and copper, they were much heavier than stone, and
very much heavier than wood.188
Emma Smith:

[During the translation] the plates often lay on the
[Iable in our home), without any attempt at concealment.
wrapped in a small linen tablecloth, which I had given
him [Joseph Smith] to fold them in. I once felt ... the
plates. as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline
and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper,
and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges
were moved by the Ihumb, as one does sometimes

185 Lucy Mack Smith, Biographical Sketches. 101, 106--7.
186 Sally Parker to Francis Tufts. 26 August 1838, Sunbury, Ohio,
cited in Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses, 25.
187 William Smith. William Smith on Mormonism: A True Account
of the Origin of the Book of Mormon (Lamoni, 10: Herald, 1883), 12.
188 "The Old Soldier's Testimony," sermon of William B. Smith,
Saints' Chapel. Deloit. Iowa, 8 June 1884, as reported by C. E.
Butterworth. Saints' Herald 31 (\884): 644.
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thumb the edges of the book .... I did not attempt to
handle the plates, other than [through the linen cloth] 189

Katherine Smith Salisbury:
She [Katherine] told me Joseph allowed her to "heft"

the package but not to see the gold plates, as tbe angel
had forbidden him to show them at that period. She said
they were very heavy. 190

Mary Musselman Whitmer:
Sometime after this my [David Whitmer's] mother
[Mary Musselman Whitmer] was going to milk the cows
when she was met out near the barn by this same old
man (as I suppose from her description of him) who said
to her "you have been very faithful and diligent in your

labors but you are tried because of the increase of your
toil, it is proper therefore that you should receive a witness, that your faith may be strengthened" and thereupon
he showed her the plates. My Father and Mother had a
large family of their own, The addition to it therefore of
Joseph, Emma and Oliver very greatly increased the toil
and anxiety of my mother and altho she had never complained she had sometimes felt that her labor was too
much or at least she was beginning to feel so. This circumstance however completely removed all such feelings
and nerved her up for her increased responsibilities, 191

189 Statement of Emma Smith to her son, Joseph Smith III, February
4-10, 1879, in Saints' Herald 26 ( I October 1879): 289-90.
190 Herbert S. Salisbury, ''Things the Prophel's Sister Told Me," 30
June 1945, cited in Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon
Witnesses, 26-27.
191 Orson Pratt/Joseph F. Smith Interview, 7-8 September 1878,
Richmond, Missouri, Joseph F. Smith Diary, Latter-day Saint Church
Archives, in Cook, David Whitmer Interviews, 28.
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Alvah Beman:
[Beman] was with Joseph at one time assisted him in
hiding the Plates, from a mob he was permitted to handle
the Plates with a thin cloth covering over them. 192
Specific examples cou ld be further multiplied. The point is
that Metcalfe cannot dismiss the existence of the plates by proclaiming that the experiences of Cowdery, Whitmer, and Harris
were "religiously ecstatic," from a "visionary tradition ," and
therefore "not designed to address the empirical world." There
are too many other incidents and witnesses in too many nonvisionary circumstances for Metcalfe's theory to be given any credence.
But unfortunately, Metcalfe never provides us the details of a
concrete counterproposal as to what either the "visionary" or the
non-"visionary" experiences of the plates really were~ he is satisfied simply to proclaim that they were "visions." This is
because, unlike a genuine historian, he is not attempting to formulate an explanatory model of Joseph Smith, but merely
wishes to demonstrate that the traditional interpretation is wrong,
and that Joseph was therefore not a prophet. This, indeed, is one
of the flaws of the entire naturalist enterprise-they fail to
develop a coherent explanation for the writing of the Book of
Mormon. Few, if any, even deal with the most basic issue of
whether they believe Joseph was consciously or subconsciously
creating his piece of pious frontier fantasy. For example, did
Joseph have the actual text of the King James Version Isaiah or
Matthew in front of him as he wrote the Book of Mormon, consciously copying it word for word? Or had he memorized the
entire book of Isaiah, thereby enabling him to produce it subconsciously? I suspect that no naturalist has ever attempted to develop a complete and coherent counterexplanation, because
when they do, they find themselves in a causal and explanatory
morass from which it is impossible to escape. Whether one believes Joseph wrote the Book of Mormon as a conscious fraud,
or was in some psychologically dissociative state which allowed
him to believe he had plates when he really did not, numerous
explanatory problems arise. The naturalists therefore remain
content with attempting to show that the traditional understand192 Journal of Joseph 8. Noble. Autobiographical Sketch, 18101836, Laller-day Saint Church Archives. Ms. d 1031. fd I.
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iog of the origin of the Book of Mormon is unsati sfactory, ignoring their own causal problems by refusing to develop complete and coherent counlerexplanations beyond simply asserting
that Joseph simply wrote the Book of Mormon. This is rather
like explaining that birds fly south for the winter by "instinct."
In reality. unless the complex nalUre of " instinct" is explained, it
is ralher like saying birds fly south "by magic." Likewise, unless tbe naturalists can provide a complete and coherent explana-

tion of the myriad of causal fa ctors behind Joseph's supposed
forging of the Book of Mormon, they are essentially asserting
that Joseph wrote it "by instinct," or "magic." Should we tolerate such shoddy pseudoscholarship ? If naturali sts want their
explanations of the origin of the Book of Mormon to be taken
seriou sly, they must provide explicit, spec ific, detailed, and
coherent explanations for the origin of the Book of Mormon.
Metcalfe's "Conclusions"
Metcalfe's "Concl uding Observations" (p. 184) are a fitting
end to a muddled and confusing essay. Like so many of
Metcalfe 's pseudo-pious conclusions, I93 hi s final page is fundamentally misleading. Metcalfe has publicly admitted that he is an
agnostic and does not believe any of the truth claims of the
Church. 194 In light of this admission, what are we to make of
his statement that
a pattern e merges from Smith and his successors that
fresh inspiration leads to change. Indeed, change is the

193 It has become traditional for Metcalfe essays to end with such
pseudo-pious claims. See Metcalfe. "The Pri ority of Mosiah: A Prelude to
Book of Mormon Exegesis," in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon,
434. where he calls Joseph a "charismatic seer." Compare this notorious
statement: "When we realize that there is no empirical evidence for or
agai nst scriptural inspiration. we begin to avail ourselves of a more sensiti ve, responsible scholarship as well as a more honest faith." (Read: when
we realize there is no evidence for the gospel. we can abandon our belief in
it.) Vogel and Metcalfe. "Joseph Smith's Scriptural Cosmology," 211-12.
Such deceitful masking of one's true beliefs by implicit but unacknowledged
redefining of the language of faith has become increasingly fashionable in
some dissenting and revisionist circles of the Church. and I am heartily sick
of it. In the future. it would be nice if the dissenters and rev isionists-who
claim to be telling us "the Truth" about the Church--<:ould somehow
manage in the process to state their own true beliefs honestly and clearly.
1"94 See n. 33.
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hallmark of Lauer-day Saint theology, not the exception.
By virtue of this heritage believers should welcome and
even expect that historical and theological perspectives
on the Book of Mormon will be subject to continuing
refinement (p. 184).
What Metcalfe probably means by this statement is not that
the gospel is revealed "I:ne upon line" (2 Nephi 28:30, D&C
98: 12, 128:21), but that Joseph simply made up the entire
restoration (whether intentionally or unintentionally is unclear),
and therefore could change it whenever it suited his fancy. Thus,
while Metcalfe refuses to allow for the changes in perspective
required by the limited geography because it "contradict[s]
Joseph Smith's own pronouncements on the Book of Mormon"
(p. 160), he nonetheless maintains that completely abandoning
Joseph Smith as a prophet (in any meaningful sense of the term)
is somehow a legitimate extension of basic Latter-day Saint
beliefs. For Metcalfe, limited geographical interpretations of
Book of Mormon geography are apologetic attempts to bolster a
faltering doctrinal structure, but Metcalfe's own absolute
denial-not only of the revelations and the prophet hood of
Joseph Smith, but of the very existence of God-is merely an
innocuous "fresh inspiration Hhatlleads to change" (p. 184).
This is so obviously bogus and self-serving as to require no
further comment.
Metcalfe's claim that "methodological integrity can only be
maintained if we are willing to explore intricacies of the phenomena of Mormon scripture which can transform the most fundamental assumptions of antiquity and historicity" (p. 184) is a
dialectical two-edged sword. What Metcalfe apparently means is
that we can only be methodologically "honest" if we jettison the
truth-claims of the gospel and accept the restoration as entirely
the work of human beings. But Metcalfe's advice that we permit
the "transform[ing of} the most fundamental assumptions of
antiquity and historicity" (p. 184), is advice that would be well
taken by the revisionists and secularists. Can we nor question
Metcalfe's own "most fundamental assumptions of antiquity and
historicity," such as "you don't get books from angels and
translate them by miracles; it isjust that simple"?195 Why are we

195 Sterling M. McMurrin, in Blake Ostler, "An Inlerview wilh
Sterling McMurrin," Dialogue 1711 (Spring 1984): 25, reflecling senti-
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to be branded "apologists" when we submit Metcalfe's and other

revisionists' writings and interpretations to the same critical
analysis which they insist we apply to the Book of Mormon and

Church history? Metcalfe 's own agnostic presuppositions,
assumptions, and interpretations need to be questioned just as
rigorously as do the interpretations of those who accept the possibility of true revelation and the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon.
Metcalfe further claims that

when placing detail s together we would be irresponsible
to alienate the Book of Mormon from other texts which

Joseph Smith professed to have translated or said
ste mmed from the same inspired source. Only from Ihis
rudimentary historical framework can an honest quest for
understanding the Book of Mormon begin. One can
dismiss problems of hi storicity by harmonizi ng them in
isolation with what are frequently contradictory rationalizat ions (p. 184).

While I agree with Metcalfe that all primary data needs to be
considered in interpreting the Restoration, Metcalfe has added an
addit ional flawed methodological element. What Metcalfe is
insisting is that, si nce it is his presupposition that the Book of
Mormon emerged entirely from the mind of Joseph Smith, all of
Joseph's other writings and opinions, whether personal, purporting to be ancient documents, or modern revelation, should
be equally vali d as sou rces for understanding thei r ultimate
source: the mind of Joseph. Thi s is simply thinly disguised
question-beggi ng, si nce the origin of the Book of Mormon is
precisely the issue at hand.
In conclusion, Metcalfe's writing betrays an academic immaturity which could benefit from a healthy dose of di sciplined
tutelage in a good undergraduate program. His entire article has
the fonn of scholarship, but denies the power thereof. It exhibits
suc h a consistent pattern of misrepresentation of both primary
sources and the arguments of hi s intellectual rivals, that it raises
seriou s questions as to whether any of Metcalfe' s work should
be taken seriously . If the editors of Dialogue wish to retain their

menu with which Metcalfe would undoubtedly concur (see Metcalfe, pp.
165--66 n. 43, and my discussion above),
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journal's status as an important Latter-day Saint intellectual publication, they should seriously reconsider the editorial procedures and criteria for evaluation that allowed the publication of
such a shoddy article.

Text and Context
Daniel C. Peterson

As with a number of previous Signature publications, New
Approaches to rhe Book oj Mormon received a hearty welcome
from fundamentalist Protestant anti· Mormons. The Whittier,
California, chapter of Concerned Christians and Former
Mormons, for instance, devoted its August 1993 evening meeting to the theme "Mormon Scholars Question the Book of
Mormon," and its newsletter hailed New Approaches in an article entitled "The Book of Mormon Continues Loosi ng [sic ]
Credibility." And, in a subsequent newsletter, they not only
" highly recommend" the book, but announce that they have it for
sale. I Jerald and Sandra Tanner' 5 Utah Lighthouse Ministry
likewise carries the book.2 (Stan Larson's critique of 3 Nephi
12- 14 had already received favorable attention from the Tanners
long before it was incorporated into New Approaches.)3 1.
I
Concerned Christians and Former Mormons Newsletter (August
1993): 1-2,3; compare the News letter for December 1993, p. 6. See also
Daniel C. Peterson. "Editor's Introduction: Questions to Legal Answers,"
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 4 (1992): xlvi- xlviii. Malt
Paulson. an anti-Mormon freelancer based in Chino Hills, California, also
welcomed the publication of "Mormon Breit [sicJ Metchafs [sicJ New
Approaches to the Book of Morm on." "I will look forward," he writes. "to
reading this new lOS book." (Mall Paulson, leiter 10 Bob Durocher, 29
October 1993, p. 15.) In what sense. one wants to ask , is this an "LDS
book"? In what sense, beyond mere survival in the membership records. is
Brent Metcalfe a Monnon?
See Bill McKeever. "Questioning Joseph Smith's Role as
2
Translator," Mormollism Researched (Fall [993): 4. Fully twenty-five percent of the non-Tanner books advertised in their November 1993 Salt Lake
City Messellger are Signature titles. The Tanners have never offered
F.A. R.M.S. publications for sale.
3 Salt Lake City Messenger (January 1986); Jerald and Sandra Tanner,
Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah
Lighthouse Ministry, 1990).72-73 . Incidentally, this and other books by
the Tanners dealing with the Book of Mormon have been subjected to
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Edward Decker's organization, Saints Alive in Jesus, which coproduces the "God Makers" movies, announced New
Approaches in a "Special Update Report" for July 1993
(incorrect ly claiming. along the way. that "every one of the contributors [to the Metcalfe volume] began Ihe project believing
that the Book of Mormon was a genuine ancient document").
New Approaches was the subject of the cover story in the Fall
1993 issue of "Mormonism Researched," the newsletter of Bill
McKeever's Cal ifornia-based Mormonism Research Ministry.
" Interesting," wrote Mr. McKeever, "is the fact that much of the
rationale presented by these scholars is strikingly simi lar to Ihe
polemics which Christians [sic] have been raising for years."4
In 1992, I offered a fairly comprehensive portrait of what
seems 10 me (and to others) a characteri stic and unmistakable
ideological tendency in many of Signature's productions. 5 There
is no need to repeat that exercise here. Nonetheless, emboldened
by Signature director Gary James Bergera's recent allowance, in
the SaIl Lake Tribune, that "Mr. Peterson and his associates are
free to give vent to every expression they may experience [sic),
however immature and tasteless,"6 I should like to offer a few
general remarks on the context from which New Approaches has
emerged. It seems 10 me that the dispute between defenders of
the Book of Mormon and the traditional truth claims of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, on the one hand,
and those who would revise or redefine those truth claims, on
the othe r, is as much a clash of opposing world views as a
quibble over this or that piece of evidence. I shall also point to a
crucial issue that the book raises but avoids. 1 cautiously hope
that suc h remarks will be well received, along with the comments of the other contributors to this Review, since, according
to a news report recently broadcast on Salt Lake City's KTVXTV. "the editor of New Ap!,roaches welcomes criticism from
LDS scholars and leaders."

lengthy and devastating criticism in volumes three, four. and five of the present Review, but the Tanners have failed to reply. One suspects they cannot.
4
McKeever. "Questioning Joseph Smith's Role," 3.
5
See Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," vii-lxxi ii.
6
Leiter to the editor, Salt Lake Tribune (18 December 1993).
7
As reported by Paul Murphy, KTVX-TV (Salt Lake City), 26
January 1994.
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It's Deja Vu, All Over Again
More than two years ago, I wrote that
It is my opinion that several of the volumes pub-

lished by Signature Books---enough to suggest a pattern-have been misleadingly packaged and marketed,
and that, in more than one instance, their rhetoric has
been di singenuous if not di shones t. Furthermore,
Signature Books and George D. Smith seem, to me, to
have a clear (if unadmitted) agenda , an agenda that is
often hostile to centrally important beliefs o f The Church
of Jesus C hrist of Lauer-day Saints.S

Nothing in New Approaches suggests to me any reason to
change my opinion. All the typical elements of the Signature
style are present, including the not altogether frank title,9 the
attempted resurrection of dead (a nd therefore unres isting)

8
For the full text of this statement. which originally appeared as a
letter to the edi tor of several newspapers along the Wasatch Front, see
Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers:' xvii-xvii i.
9
See the comments on this by John A. Tvedtnes, John Gee, John
W. Welch, and Richard Lloyd Anderson, at pages 8, 52-53, 148, and 380,
of the present Review. Compare Louis Midgley, "More Revision ist
Legerdemain and the Book of Mormon," Review of Books on the Book of
MormOIl 3 ( 199 1): 305-6; Stephen E. Robi nson. review of Dan Vogel, ed.,
The Word of Cod: Essays all Mormon Scripture, in Review of Books all the
Book of Mormon 3 (199 1): 3 17; Peterson. "Questions 10 Legal Answers,"
u:\V-uxviii. One has to wonder, too, whether the biographical sketches
given on pp. 445-46 of New Approaches are wholly adequate: For example,
three of the ten contributors are said to be former employees of the Church's
Translation Services Department. In only one of these cases are we told
where the ex-employee works now. And is Edward H. Ashment really an
acti ve doctoral candidate at the Uni versity of Chicago? I have seen him so
described for many years, but he apparently worked in Salt Lake City for a
lengthy period after leavi ng Chicago and is now an insurance salesman in
Manteca, Cali fornia. Is he making real progress toward a degree? If he is
not. isn't it somewhat disingenuous to continue to call him a "doctoral candidate"? And is Anthony Hutchinson, a fo reign service officer currently
livi ng in the west African town of Cotonou, Benin , still an active doctoral
candidate at the Catholic University of America? AI every graduate school
with which I am fam iliar, there is a time limit for such things.
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General Authorities to endorse a book they never read,IO the
muddled and frequently even bogus religiosity, II the unmistakable agenda,12 the relentless grinding of a revisionist ax. 13 One
fact that needs to be pointed out from the beginning is that the
essays in New Approaches were clearly not selected solely
because they were new. In fact, some of them have been around
for a while, Anthony Hutchinson's article, for instance, is a
slightly revised paper from the May 1987 Washington Sunstone
Symposium. Stan Larson 's work on the Greek text of the
Sermon on the Mount has been available since the mid-J980s.1 4
10 Compare Midgley. " More Revisioni st Legerdemain ," 302-3 n.
66. One is, frankly , astonished to see Elders John A. Widtsoe and B. H.
Roberts conscripted as supponers of the New Approaches agenda, when it is
evident in the complete essays from which their dust jacket endorsements
have been excerpted that they would have found it abhorrent. (See John A.
Widstoe. III Search of Truth: Commellls Ofl the Gospel and Modern Thought
{Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1930). 81-931p. 82: "Many of those who
have pursued higher criticism have done so to find support for their atheism" l; Brigham H. Roberts, " Higher Critici sm and the Book of Mormon,"
Imp rovement Era 14/8 [June 1911): 665- 77; 14/9 \July 1911]: 774-86).
1 I See Peterson, "Questions to ugal Answers," Ixi- Ixiv.
12 In 199[, Signature Books claimed to find that the epithet "antiMormon" was [ibelou s when applied to some of its authors. What, then,
shou ld we conclude from page six of the 1993- 1994 Signature catalog? It
announces the forthcom ing publication of a book by the late Reverend
Wesley P. Wallers and the still-active H. Michael Marquardt, entitled
Invellling Mormonism: Tradition lind the Historical Record. Can new
Signature editions of the works of Jerald and Sandra Tanner be far behind? If
Walters and Marquardt are not anti-Mormons, there are none. (For notable
links of eartier Signature publications and authors to Reverend Walters, see
Midgley, "More Revisionist ugerdemain," 297-300: 306-9; 310 n. 83;
Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," xxxvi- xlvi . Even Dan Vogel, a
regular at Signature Books and a contributor to New Approaches, describes
Walters as "a well-known opponent of Mormonism"; see Dan Vogel.
"Don't Label Me," Dialoglle 2211 [Spring 1989J: 6. Midgley, " More
Rev ision ist Legerdemain ," 284, terms Marquardt "an inveterate antiMormon publicist.")
13 Consu lt Midgley, "More Revisionist Legerdemain," 3 10-11;
Robinson, rev iew of Vogel, ed., The Word of God, 312-18; Peterson,
"Questions to Legal Answers," xlviii- liv ; Loui s C. Midgley. "George
Dempster Smith, Jr. , on the Book of Mormon," Review of Book.s VII the
Book of Mormoll 4 ([992): 5-12. "Revisionist" is a word that Signature
Books uses to describe itself, e.g., o n p. 29 of its 1993-1994 catalog.
14 Stanley R. Larson, "The Sermon on the Mount: What Its Textual
Transformation Discloses Conc~rning the Hi storicity of the Book of
Mormon." Trillit)' Journal 7 (1986): 23-45. An even earlier version had
been in circu lation somewhat before this.
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John Kunic h' s study of Book of Mormon demography was
originally published in Sunstone in 1990. where it received
sharp criticism, and the population issue has been a favorite anti·
Mormon weapon for a century and a half, IS Melodie Moench
Charles's claim that the Book of Mormon teaches a modalistic
christology is commonplace in anti-Mormon writing.l 6 Yet, by
contrast, no authentically new materials that might seem to indicalc an ancient origin for the Book of Mormon (and there ' are a
considerable number of them) managed to find their way into the
book. Obviously, onc of the principles-if, indeed, it was not
the main principle-governing selection of the articles in New
Approaches was ideological. These essays and ideas have a
hi story, as do the publishing company and the editor that have
brought them together.
In 1990, Brent Metcalfe was summonin g us to "a more
sensitive, respo nsible scholarship as well as a more honest
faith"-a faith denying that Joseph Smith restored authentically
ancient cosm\Jlogi cal ideas. A faith that could have nothing to
say about empirical reality. A faith realizing that what we have
long believed to be actually true is in fact mere mythology.1 7
This was the same invitation he had offered us in 1985, under
the spell of a nonexistent "Oliver Cowdery history" dreamed up
15 John Kunich. " Multipl y Exceedingly : Book of Mormo n
Population Sizes." Sl4nstofle 14/3 (June [990): 27-44. Compare the letters
from Tim Heaton and Kevin Christensen. in SunslOne 14/5 (October 1990):
4-5 and 1511 (April 1991): 3-4. respectively. For some anti-Mormon
treatments of the population issue. see E. D. Howe, Mormonism Unva iled
(Pa inesvi lle. OH: For the Author, 1834), 45; William She ldon.
Mormonism Examined (Brodhead. WI : By the Author, 1876). 11 0- 12;
M. T. Lamb, The Golden Bible (New York: Ward and Drummond. 1887),
96-100, 112-14, 126-33; Enos T. Hall. The Mormon Bible (Columbus.
OH: Heer. 1899).22-27; William E. Biederwolf, Mormonism under the
Searchlight (Grand Rapids: Eerdman s, 1947), 13-15; Thomas Key. "A
Biologist Looks at the Book of Mormon." Journal of the American
Scientific Affiliation 37/2 (June 1985): 98-99.
16 See, for instance, James R. White, Lellers to a Mormon Elder
(Southbridge, MA : Crowne. 1990), 172-73; compare Latayne Colveu
Scott, The Mormon Mirage: A Former Mormon Tells Why She Left the
Chu rch (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 168; Robert N. Hullinger,
Mormon Answer fO Skepticism: Wh y Joseph Smith Wrote the Book of
Mormon (51. Loui s: Claylon, 1980), 153.
17 Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe. "Joseph Smith's Scriptural
Cosmology," in Dan Vogel, ed., Th e Word of God: Essays on MormOl1
Scripture (Sail Lake City: Signature Books. 1990),2 12.
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by Mark Hofmann: "It does raise serious questions regarding the
complete reliability of the traditional accounts," Mr. Metcalfe
said of that supposed text , for which Hofmann had not even
troubled to create a physica l document. "Many , I suppose, will
re-evaluate their belief structure in terms of the new information.
Hopefull y, it will take them to a more mature be lief."18 Even
earlier, he had anticipated a similar transformation on the basis
of Hofmann 's fraudul ent "salamander lette r": " He believed the
lette r was incredibly sig nificant , a document that ultimately
would force the Mormon church to admit that its traditional history was not so simple as its missionaries made it sound. A former Mormon mi ssionary himself, Metcalfe'S primary ties to the
church now consisted of an abiding interest in Mormon history
and his devout extended family."19
[n New Approaches, although the rhetoric is perhaps a
degree more tentative and the attention now focuses directl y on
the Book of Mormon, the same agenda is clearly visible: Basic
Latter-day Saint beliefs must be abandoned. Me. Metcalfe speaks
gently of "nontraditional views" and " pluralistic expressions of
faith ." "The application of literary- and historical-critical methods to the Book of Mormon ," he modestly suggests, "allows for
the possibility that it may be so mething other than literal hi story."20 But the tentativeness is more stylistic than real. "The
conclusion" advanced by New Approaches, as Signature publicist Ron Priddis summarizes it, "is that the Book of Mormon
isn't hi storical. ... The contributors ... refute the claims made
for it that it is the historical record of the ancient peoples of
America. "2 1 Brent Lee Metcalfe himself quotes a psychiatrist
who recalls "an aphorism that states that a myth is 'something

18 Michael While, "Find Conlradicts Mormon Tradition," 0 8den
Standard Examiner. 15 May 1985. On Metcalfe, Hofmann. and the supposed
Cowdery history, see Richard E. Turley, Jr., Viczims: The LDS Church and
zhe Mark Hofmann Case (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
19921 325.
1) Linda Sillitoe and Allen O. Roberts, Salamander: The Story o/the
Mormon Forgery Murders (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1988),24;
compare Vern Anderson, "Scholars Doubt Book of Mormon's Antiquity,"
Salt Lake Tribune (5 June 1993).
20 Bre nt Lee Metcalfe, "Preface," in Metcalfe, New Approaches, x.
21 Rigney, "S ignature Books Carries On ." Incidentally, the Book of
Mormon never purports to be "the historical record of [all} the ancient peoples of America."
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that was never true and always will be!' This, I submit, will be
the fate of this interesting Mormon scripture."22
Note, by the way, Ron Priddis's interesting use of the word
"refute," The Oxford American Dictionary says that the verb
"refute" means "to prove that {a statement or opinion or person]
is wrong," and cautions thm "It is incorrect to use refute to mean
'to deny' or 'to repudiate.' "23 It is possible that Mr. Priddis has
made a simple lexical error. I think it more likely. however, that
he really does believe the question closed.24 In his famous essay
on "The Will to Believe," William James wrote of certain
pseudo-empirical dogmatists "who believe so completely in an
anti -Christian order of the universe that there is no living option:
Christianity is a dead hypothesis from the start."25 For many associated with Signature, it would seem that traditional Latter-day
Saint belief, too, is a dead hypothesis. This may help to explain
why some of them so contemptuously and constantly dismiss
those of us connected with F.A.R.M.S. as mere pseudoscholarly "apologists": If a proposition is obviously, indisputably
false, those who continue to defend it must necessarily be either
self-deluded, incompetent, or dishonest. It's the way most of us
would regard pyramidologists or advocates of a flat earth.
And what of the company that publishes New Approaches?
Signature takes evident pride in the fact that many of the outspoken dissidents disciplined or excommunicated in certain recent
controversial Church councils are close associates. "This year,"
says the company's current catalog, "three of our authors ... as
well as a director ... were excommunicated from the Latter-day
Saint Church for their writings . . . . Another director . . .
resigned from Brigham Young University over restricted academic freedom. "26 It almost seems to be a kind of recurring
22

Brent Lee Metcalfe, "Preface:' in Metcalfe. New Approaches, xi.
23 Edited by Eugene Ehrlich et a1. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1980); emphasis in the original.
24 This would seem to be the attitude of Roberts. "A Church
Divided," 10, as well; compare Midgley, "George Dempster Smith, Jr.," 11
n. 13; also Turley, Victims, 93, on Brent Metcalfe.
25 William James. Pragmatism and Other Essays (New York:
WashinglOn Square Press, 1963),202. James explains what he means by
"dead" and "live" hypotheses on page 194.
26 Actually, as I understand ii, we cannot know precisely what the
reasons were for the excommunication of one of the authors, since he pointedly refused to attend any of the several disciplinary cou ncils which considered his case and since the Church, following long-standing policy, will not
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boast. "Of the six individuals who were disciplined by the LDS
Church recently," remarks Ron Priddis, "we have published or
are in some way affiliated with most of Ihem."27 But this is not
all. Another Signature author, according to one published
account, voluntarily left the Church in April 1992-rather
incomprehensibly protesting alleged ecclesiastical violation of
her "First Amendment rights"-while yet another has compared
one of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints to the fifteenth-century Spanish Inquisitor
General Torquemada and denounced the Church itself as
"totalitarian. " 28

comment. To say that his wrilings occasioned his excommunication appears
to be essentially specu lati ve. Nevertheless. this statement is repeated constantly (as by Allen Roberts. "A Church Divided." Private Eye Weekly 10
{20 October 19931: 12).
27 Rigney. "Signature Books Carries On." Sadly. even as I write.
one or the New Approaches contributors. a rriend or mine. apparently races
Church disciplinary action on a charge or apostasy.
28 Roberts. "A Church Divided." 10. 12. Alan Roberts. incidentally.
is a Signat ure author and rormer editor or SUI/stone who now coedits
Dialoglle: A Journal of Mormon Thought. His partner in that effort is
Martha Sonntag Bradley. who is a member or Signature's board of directors.
And it might interest some readers to see how the company intertwines with
other institut ions in the liberal Lauer-day Saint community: Signature 's
director or publishing, Gary Bergera. is associate editor or Dialogue. while
Susan Staker. editor or a Signature volume and sometime employee of the
firm. is managing editor. Nell! Approaches contri butor Mark D. Thomas
serves as "Scriptur31 St udies" ed itor or Dialogue. Fellow-contributors
Melodie Moench Charles and David P. Wright serve on Dialogue's board or
editors along with occasional Signature e mployee Curt Bench and Signature
authors Steven Epperson, D. Michael Quinn. Margaret Merrill Toscano. and
John Sillito. (Mr. Sillito also serves on the board or directors or Signature,
along with Michael Horner, who doubles as a member of Dialogue's advisory committee.) Shane Bell . the office manager at Dialoglle. is the editor or
Signature's recent anthology or their self-styled "subversive" science fiction.
Ron Priddis. Signature's publicist and a member of its board. is a U.S. corresponde nt for SUfl stone, while Connie Disney, Signature's an director.
serves on SunstOfle's advisory editorial board . Lavi na Fieldin g Anderson.
another member of the Signature board and a former associate editor or
Dialog lie. edi ts the Journal of Mormofl History and the publications or the
Association for Mormon Letters. George D. Smith. Jr., the owner and publisher of Signature Books. who rormerly served on the advisory council or
Dialogue. is c urrently a member of the National Advisory Board or the
Sunstone Foundation. He seems also to have been a moving rorce behind
the rather bizarre "Humanist/Mormon Dialogue" that was held at Salt Lake
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On 3 1 October 1993, Gary James Bergera, the director of
publishing for Signature Books, published an article in the Salt
Lake Tribune, entitled "LDS Leaders Attack Intellectual
Freedom." In it, he chastised the Church and its presiding officers for "paranoia," dishonesty, "blatanl spiritual abuse," and
"unrighteous dominion." He was referring, of course, to the
same much-publicized Church councils. "These shameful, cowardly measures," he wrote (comparing them to the tactics of
Satan as described in Latter-day Saint scripture), "are nothing
more or less than a deliberate, carefu lly orchestrated attempt at
the highest levels of church leadership lO suppress scholarship,
contrary opinion and the integrity of the human conscience."29
One might be forgiven for being slightly puzzled by such
remarks, since Mr. Bergera directs a firm that, only sli ghtly
more than two years previously, had used threats of legal action
in an effort to intimidate F.A.R.M.S. for having published a trio
of critical book reviews.30 It is evident, in fact, that Signature
Books has a rather different view of free expression than most
of the rest of us. While its admirers like (0 describe it as the
"champion [of] subversive points of view," Signature itself
appears to hold to its own brand of orthodoxy, which brooks
little or no dissent)! "I have had ample opportunity," the wellknown Mormon novelist Orson Scott Card wrote recently,

City's University Park Hotel on 24-26 September 1993, in which he and
such Signature stalwarts as Allen Roberts, Martha Bradley , and Brent
Metcalfe appeared alongside the well -known militant secularists Paul Kurtz
and Gerald Larue.
29 One might note in passing that th.is is rather strong language
coming from someone who professes to disdain ad hominem anacks.
Similarly, in a II O-word letter to the editor, Salt Lake Tribune, 18
December 1993, Mr. Bergera pronounces me "confused," says that I advocate
and indeed glorify "character assassination and ad hominem attacks," accuses
Professors Rich.ard Lloyd Anderson, Louis C. Midgley, and Stephen E.
Robinson of "libel," and dismisses all of us as "immature and tasteless."
According to the current (1993-1994) Signature catalog (p. 29), the company "eschew!s] the obfuscation and character assassination employed
against writers by disingenuous opponents." (All subsequent quotations
from this catalog are taken from the same page, and so will not be separately footnoted.)
30 For a fully documented discussion of this episode, see Peterson,
"Questions to Legal Answers."
31 The quotation is from Rigney, "Signature Books Carries On."
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to observe that some supposed proponents of liberty for
homosexuals do not believe in freedom of speech for
anyone who disagrees with them . . . . For instance,
Signature Books responded to publi cation of "The
Hypocrites of Homose xuality" by suggesting to
Suns ton e magazi ne, where the essay appeared, that
Signature mi ght not be able to continue distributing that
magazine if they continued to publish essays by me-a
thinly veiled attempt to suppress my ability to get my
writings published, even while Signature was still profiting from publication of my book Sabltspeak, which I
had sold to them under different editorial leadership.
When I called Gary Bergera, editor of Signature Books,
about hi s letter, he was apparently incapable of seeing
that his attempt to get Sum' tone to cease publishing my
writings had anything to do with oppression. In his
view, the cause of freedom requires Signature to make
every effort to stop me from having a chance to speak a
si ngle word that might persuade so meone that being a
Latter-day Saint means trying to li ve by the gospel as
tau ght by the prophets, while they insist on their own
freedom to continue with their clear and relentless c rusade (Q persuade Mormons to take currently fashionable
worldly wisdom as a better source of truth than the
teachings of the prophets)2
As the current (1993- 1994) Signature Books catalog comments, " freedom of expression remain s a rare commodity in
many quarters."33 Yet the company seems consistently to regard
32

Orson Scott Card. A Storyteller in Zion: Essays and Speeches

(Salt Lake Cily: Bookc raft , 1993). 187- 88. The essay in question, "The

Hypocrites of Homosex uality," originally published in Sunstone (February
1990), can be found reprinted at pp. 182-87 of A Storyteller in Zion.
33 One is forcib ly remi nded of the Jewish commentator Dennis
Prager's observalion thai, for many in the med ia, Christians who boycott
companies that sponsor violent or sexually explicit television programs are
"ce nsors," whi le Holl ywood actors who boycott allegedly "anti -gay"
Colorado are "social activists." (See Dennis Prager, "Why I Am Not a
Liberal; Part I: A G uide to the Liberal Use of Language," Ultimate Issues
9/3 (n .d.l: 12.) But the a nalogy breaks down, s ince the si tuation with
Signature and its critics is asymmetrical: So far as I know, nobody is trying
to suppress or censor Signature Books, nor has anyone threatened to take
them to iI court of law for expressing their views.
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itself not as persecutor, but as victim of persecution. An article
that appeared in the student newspaper of the University of Utah
provides intriguing insight into the self-image of at least some at
Signature.34 "In the midst of [the] chilling intellectual climate" in
contemporary Mormondom, we are told, "one Salt Lake
publishing company, Signature Books, remains committed" to
the cause of Truth,35 And quite heroically, too. Ron Priddis,

Signature's publicist, compares the company's writers of
Mormon-related fiction to Alexander Solzhenitsyn: Apparently
imprisoned in the Church in much the same way that
Solzhenitsyn was immured in Stalin's Gulag, these daring fig ures manage to transmute unspeakable oppression into redemptive literature. In fact, says Priddis, Signature's fiction is "pretty
subversive actually." He even describes a recent science fiction
anthology whose "themes include what the Mormon church is
up 10 in the year 2010. They've managed to implant something
into artists' brains. And there's a handler on the computer trying
to control them."
I wonder if I'm alone in finding this rather strange.

On Sophistical Refutations
In December 1993, Gary James Bergera. Signature's director of publishing, announced 10 readers of Ihe Salt Lake Tribune
that "Mr. Peterson continues to insist that character assassination
and ad hominem attacks are respected hallmarks of the intellectual enterprise."36 But Mr. Bergera is wrong, and he is equivocating)7 By ad hominem "attacks," he obviOUSly means Ihe use
34 Rigney, "Signature Books Carries On."
35 The wording here is intriguingly similar to a passage from the
1993- 1994 Signature catalog. where. after summarizing the allegedly repressive situation in contemporary Mormondom, the odd little subsection
entitled "Raison d'Etre" declares that "In the midst of this environment we
remain firmly committed to promoting the most articulate authors in this
region."
36 Lener to the edi tor, Salt Lnke Tribune, 18 December 1993.
37 "Straw man: A position, not in fact held by an opponent in an
argument, which is invented and assailed in preference to attending to his actual stance. The adoption of this disreputable evasive tactic must suggest
that the actual position is more defensible." (Antony Flew et aI., A
Dictionary of Philosophy [London: Pan Books, 1979J, 317.) Mr. Bergera
would presumably claim that he is summarizing the position expressed in
Pelerson, "Questions to Legal Answers," xxiv-xxxiii . This is hardly the
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of insultin g or abusive language, I do not advocate such rhetorical attacks. However, the classical ad hominem is an argument,
and I do believe, along with virtually all logicians, that ad
hominem arguments can be legitimate, relevant , and significant-provided their limitations are clearly understood and their
conclusions properly weighted. Obviously, they can be abused.
But they are by no means invariably fallacious.38
I will admit that this nuanced view of the subject runs
counter to the way many people speak of arguments ad
hominem.
In twentieth-century usage, an ad hominem argument
is a device intended to divert attention from the critical
examination of the substance of an argument, and to discredit that argument by dragging in irrelevant considerations having to do with the character or motives of its
author. That this is a disreputable procedure is clear
enough in cases where the argument itself is
"follow able": in which those being addressed have the
opportunity of addressing themselves systematically and
exclusively to "relevant" considerations,39
The popular view, however, is inadequate, But we must be
clear, in order to make sense of this, just what it is we are talking about here: An ad hominem argument is precisely that-an

first straw-man characterization to have been deployed against those with
whom Signature disagrees: See Robinson, review of Vogel, ed" The Word
of God, 316-17.
38 See the discussion of Douglas N. Walton, Informal Logic: A
Handbook for Crilical Argumenla/ion (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 1989), 134-71, with its additional references: also Joseph Gerard
Brennan, A Halldbook o/Logic, 2d ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1961 ).
2 17; J. L. Mack ie, "Fallacies." in Paul Edwards, ed. The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, 8 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1967).3:177-78: Richard L.
Purtill , Logical Thinking (New York: Harper and Row, 1972),57- 58; Flew
et aI., A Dictiollary of Philosophy, 5; S. Morris Engel, Willi Good Reasoll:
All lntroduclion 10 Informal Fallacies. 4th ed. (New York: SI. Martin's,
1990). 197. So far as I can determine, Aristotle's De sophislicis elenchis
omits the argumemum ad hominem- perhaps because it is not always fallacious.
39 Peter Novick, Thm Noble Dream: The "Objectivily Queslioll" and
the Americt//1 Historical Profession (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1988),219.
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argument. It can be a good or bad argument, valid or invalid,
relevant or irrelevant. Insults. on the other hand, while they may
in a sense be ad hominem (i.e., "against the man") are not arguments at all, neither of the ad hominem variety nor of any other.
It is not entirely clear what Mr. Bergera has in mind. If we have
made irrelevant ad hominem arguments, the proper response
would be to identify these and to rebut them with coumerarguments. This nobody at Signature has ever done. (Threats of JegaJ
action do not const itute cogent arguments.)40 If, on the other
hand, he wishes to charge us with insults or abuse, it is difficult
to imagine that we have said anything that even approaches the
sort of vituperative language that the good folks at Signature
have used against F.A.R.M.S . and against leaders of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Lauer-day Saints. (Words like
"i nfantile," "dishonest," "cowardly," "self-serving," "paranoid,"
"self-righteous," "rational izing," "obscurantist," "libelous,"
"tasteless," "spi ritually abusive," "character assassination,"
"i mmature," "pseudo-scholarly," "confused," "scurrilous," and
"Machiavellian" come immediately to mind, and there are many
others.)41
But let' s not waste time on such si lly name-calling. What of
the logic of argumentation? The uneven but fascinating book

Degenerate Modems: Modem ity as Ratimzalized Sexual
Misbehavior, by E. Michael Jones, will serve as an example of
the logically legitimate use of ad hominem analysis. 42 With
40 Ward Parks, in his review of Gerald Graffs Beyond the Culture
Wa rs, in Academic Questions 711 (Wimer 1993-94): 94, observes of verbal
browbeating (surely a more mild thing than legal pressure) that "This kind
of tactic ought not to be used among scholars, because intimidation does not
conduce to open intellectual exchange."
41 See Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answcrs," and the present
"Editor's Introduction," throughout. for these examples and their supporting
refere nces. What Signature Books affects to disdain in F.A.R.M .S. as
"immature." "tastetess," and " infantile ," is. I think, simply the tendency of
some of us to dro([ery (occasionally at their expense). And inviting them to
" lighten up" will probably have no effect. De gustibus non est disputandum.
Roberts. "A Church Divided," 11 -12, echoes the usual epithets, but also appends the baseless, gossipy accusation-not even a pretense of evidence is
offered-that F.A.R.M.S. has spied on dissidents and passed "intelligence
infonnation" on to a secret ecclesiastical committee. The accusation is not
true.
42 E. Michael Jones, Degenerate Moderns: Modernily as Ralionafil.ed
Sexual Misbehavior (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993). William B.
Ober, Boswell's Clap and Olher Essays: Medical Analyses of Literary Men's
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learning and passion, Jones shows repeatedly how certain influential theories, writings, and works of art-among them several
that substantially define the cultural environment in which we
now live-grew organically from the often warped and immoral
lives of those who produced them. This should hardly come as a
surprise. No less a figure than the great William James had already argued in his essay "The Will to Believe" against the myth
that anyone--even anyone affi liated with Signature Bookschooses his attitude toward issues of cosmic or life-orientational
significance on the basis of pure, abstract reason alone. But
Jones goes further. With great plausibility, he reads Margaret
Mead's now discredited account of an idyllic Samoan paradise
of guiltless free love as an implicit defense of her own marital
infidelities. He shows that Sigmund Freud's theories are intimately related to the first psychoanalyst's own sexual urges and
sexual sins. Pablo Picasso's paintings image the artist's checkered sexual career. Even Alfred Kinsey's stud ies of human sexuality, purportedly based on hard statistical data but now known
to be far wide of the mark, seem to have been distorted 10 a great
extent by Kinsey's own (pOSS ibly homosexual, certainly odd)
personality. "Far from being two mutually exclusive compartments hennetically sealed off from each other. the intellectual life
turns out to be a function of the moral life of the thinker."43
And, through it all, on the part of the intellectuals discussed,
there runs a so lid thread of hostility toward religion-and
toward ils moral demands. Sometimes this hostility took the
shape of formal critique: "Freud , we are told with a tendentiousness that suffuses [Peter] Gay's entire biography, 'sharply differentiatled] the scientific style of thought from the lllusion-ridden style of religiou s thinking' ... ' Science,' Gay tells us, 'is an

Afflictions (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1988) might
serve as another example: Ober argues that medical problems affected, and
indeed often shaped, the works of such writers as Swinburne. Keats,
Chekhov, and Plato. Paul Johnson's brilliant Intellectu.als (New York:
Harper and Row. 1988), by contrast, could well be used in an illegitimate
argumentu.m ad hominem, since, although it demonstrates in appalling
detail that many icons of the modern age were utter scoundrels, it exhibits
no organic relationship between their depravity and their intellectual output.
Indeed. Johnson delights in showing massive inconsistencies between private lives and public postures.
4] Jones, Degenerate Moderns, 258.
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organized effort to get beyond childishness. Science disdains the
pathetic effort of the believer to realize fantasies through pious

waiting and ritual performances, throu gh sending up petitions
and burning heretics.' "44 Jones sees the period of secularization
following the French Re volution as crucial. "The intellectual,"
he says, "is a peculiarly modern inventio n, whose rise is predicated upon the demise of the Church as a guide to life."45 In the
weakest chapter of his book (weak because too heavily colored
by his own seeming ly Counterreformation Catholic is m), Jones
briefly discusses the career of Martin Luther. While his analysis

here is not wholly convincing, the model he proposes is abundantly documented in his book as a whole: "Throughout the second decade of the sixteenth century, Luther became in volved in a
spiritual downward spiral in which, as is the case with an embodied spirit, spiritual laxity led to sensuality, which in turn led
to intellectual rebellion against the discipline o f the Church,
which led to further sensual decline and further rage agai nst the
Church that upheld the standards he soon felt no lo nger capable
of keeping."46
As so often , the Book of Mormon, which many cri tics
would ha ve us believe s imply gu shed forth from the
"marvelously fecund imagination" of an unreflective New York
farmboy "like a spring freshet,"47 is relevant to this question.
When Korihor is struck dumb before Alma, the chief judge. he
writes a note. saying, among other things,

I always knew that there was a God. But behold. the
devil hath deceived me .... And he said unto me: There
is no God; yea, and he taught me that which I should
say. And 1 have taught his words; and I taught them
because they were pLeasing unto the carnal mind; and I

44 Ibid ., 164, citing Peter Gay, Freud: A Life for Our Time (New
York: Simon Schuster. 1988),53 1,534.
45 Jones, Degenerate Modems. 15; cf. Johnson. Intellectuals, 1; see
also Si llitoe and Roberts, Salamander. 286. on Brent Metcalfe: "He saw the
church's revelatory claims closely bound to the church's requirements for
individuals. When one couldn't take the church's claims literally, he concluded... then neither need one take literally the church's commands,"
4b Jones. Degenerate Modems, 246,
47 The phrases are drawn from Fawn M. Brodie. No Man Kn ows My
History: The Life of Joseph Smith, 2d ed . (New York: Knopf, 1975),44,
27.
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taught them, even until 1 had much success, insomuch
that I verily believed that they were true,48
As further illustration , we might add the example of the
famous Protestant theologian Paul Tillich, According to hi s
wife's eloquent and candid reminiscences, this titanic twentiethcentury figure led a sordid life of fornication, multiple adulteries,
red light di stricts, sex shows, and bohemian debauches, She
shared unhesitatingly in it all , and even contributed an element of
lesbianism to the blend. Nevertheless, as might have been predicted, the end result was pain. "I was nothing," she said, " but a
piece of bleeding, tortured womanhood seeking my peace from
the seesaw of suffering and hate."49 " Our marriage had been
broken into small pieces by the relentless assault of the many
women-not only hi s sweetheart who functioned as his secretary and who had lived across the street from us in New York,
but the emigre fri ends , newcomers, students, socialites, wives
of friends."50 Yet she continued to admire him. Her autobiography, in fact, is an act of near-worship . ("I never go to church,"
she says.)SI
The seduction of women was not a matter of individual auraction. It was an act uf submi ssiun to the power
of the female. He transmuted his personal experience by
shaping it into golden words meant for a world audience.
He forsook life for the word. Hi s knowledge of love
was not personal. He dove into it and then formulated its
cosmic aspects with words. Mother Earth gave Paulu s
the final power, that of transgress in g life fo r the sake of
48 Alma 30:52- 53 (emphasis added). Hugh Nibley ("Last Call: An
Apocal yptic Warning," in Tire Prophetic Book of Mormon [Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1989], 510) suggests, on the basis of Alma
30: 17-18, that Korihor may have been a homosexual whose theology
flowed directly from his and his followers' need for self- justification.
49 Hannah Ti!!ich, From Time to Time (New York: Stei n and Day,
1973), 241 . 1 thank Professor Louis Midgley for reminding me of Tillich' s
case, as well as for drawing my atte nti on to Elizabeth Young-Bruehl.
Haliliah Arelldt: For Love of the World (New Haven; Yale Un iversity Press.
1982). which. examini ng a s ignificant strand of intellectual life in Central
Europe and the United States during this century, supplies a confirmatory
second witness 10 both the character of Paul Tillich and the general thes is of
E. Michael Jones.
50 Till ich, From Time 10 Time, 240.
51 Ibid .. 239 .
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the spirit. He was an eterna lly suffering, Chri stian
saint. 52
Thus, his wife herself sees an intimate link between Paul
Tillich's lifestyle and his theology. Finding pornographic letters
and photographs in his desk along with the manuscripts "Ihat
were supposed to contain hi s spiritual harvest," she "was
tempted to place between the sacred pages of his highly esteemed lifework those obscene signs of the real life that he had
transformed into the gold of abstraction-King Midas of the
spi rit."53 And what was that gold? Among other things, Tillich's
theology denied supernaturalism, the exi stence of a personal
God (and , indeed, strictly speaki ng. the "existence" of any God
at all), and , consequently, the binding or normative character of
biblical or traditional Judeo-Christian ethics.54
In the brilliant third chapter of Degenerate Modems, entitled
" Homosex ual as Subversive," E. Michael Jones demonstrates
the crucial and explanatory role of personal lifestyle not only in
the traitorous career of Sir Anthony Blunt, but in the theories of
John Maynard Keynes, the biographical writings of Lytton
Strachey, and the novels of E. M. Forster. "Modernity was the
exoteric version of Bloomsbury biography; it was a radically
homosexual vision of the world and therefore of its very nature
subversive ; treaso n was its logical outcome . . . . The
Bloomsberries' public writings-Keynes' economic theories,
Strachey's best-se lling Eminent Victorians, etc.-were the
sodomitical vision for public consumption."55 Reflec ting upon
the development of the characters in Forster's long-suppressed
book, Maurice, Jones notes that, " In the world of this novel it' s
hard to tell whether declining religious faith fosters homosexuality or whether homosexuality kills faith. At any rate Forster sees
a connection .... As their involvement in sodomy increases, so
also does their opposition to Christianity."56
52

Ibid., 24.
Ibid. , 241.
54 One is te mpted to compare Paul Tillich's unpleasant passingoppressed by horrible images and fear; assured by his doctor that this was no
near--death experience, merely hallucination (but not full y believing the
assurances)--with that of Korihor as described in Alma 30:60; see ibid .,
220-24.
55 Jones, Degenerate Moderns, 55, 61.
56 Ibid., 63.
53
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"That denial of the truths one can know about God should
lead to sodomy is in so me sense a mystery." concludes Jones.
" However, it is a mystery that can be fairly well documented,
from Paul' s epistle to the Romans to any objective view of modem British history."57 In any event, it seems clear that immorality (not merely of the homosexual variety) and intellectual apostasy are, and always have been, frequent (though not invariable)
companions. (Joseph Smith's famous announcement of a link
between adultery and sign-seeking is apropos here .)58 Sodom
and Cumorah are apparently not compatible.
The illustrious early twelfth-century Muslim philosophical
theologian al-Ghazati noted the same linkage in his day:
Now, I have observed that there is a class of men
who believe in their superiority to others because of their
greater intelligence and insight. They have abandoned all
the religious duties Islam imposes on its followers. They
laugh at the positive commandments of religion which
enjoin the performance of acts of devotion, and the
abstinence from forbidden things. They defy the injunctions of the Sacred Law. Not only do they overstep the
limit s prescribed by it, but they have renounced the Faith
altogether. 59
It is certainly not irrelevant to this theme that AbO CVbayd atJuzjanl, the admiring disciple and biographer of one of those of
whom al-Ghazali spoke, the famous eleventh-century PersoArab philosopher Aviccnna (Ibn SIna). thought that " the
Master's" relatively early death occurred because of his
overindulgence in sex ual pleasures. 60
It must be clearly understood that I am not charging any particular individual, at Signature or anywhere else, with sexual immorality. I have used rather dramatic examples in order to make
the case Ihal writers are reflected in what they write. Human

57
58

Ibid ., 57.
See Joseph Fielding Smith. ed., Teachings of the Prophet Joseph
Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret, 1972).278; cf. Manhew 12:39.
59 Sabih Ahmad Kamnli, trans .. Al~Ghaz.o.li's Tahaful al-Falasifah
[Incoherence of the Philosophers) (Lahore: Paki stan Philosophica l
Congress. 1963), I.
00 See the translation of al-Juzjli.nl's biography included in Arthur J.
Arberry, Avicemw 011 Theology (London: Murray, 1951),22-23.
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beings are not asocial, ahistorical. disembodied intellects.
Clearly, considerations of the total personality of the individual
advancing a theory. writing a book, or painting a picture may be
entirely germane and legitimate in analysis of what that individual produces. Having once established that ad hominem analysis
can be relevant, it then becomes merely a question of when and
how much it should be used. The degree of relevance will vary,
of course, according to the nature of the dispute and, perhaps
even more importantly, according to the nature of the subject
matter in question. Personal character is of relatively little importance in discussions of physical science and mathematical theory, although even here it must sometimes be taken into
account. 61 But it can be of great or even central relevance in
matters of political thought, ethical speculation, historiography,
literature, and theology. As one eminent biblical scholar has
observed, ''The historian's own presuppositions, ideology, and
attitudes inevitably influence his or her research and reporting.
Perhaps it is not an overstatement to say that any history book
reveals as much about its author as it does about the period of
time treated."62 "Good historians (like experts in other fields)
have a 'feel' for their subject and can make inspired guesses,
without being able to state explicitly how they know."63 Bad
historians, in contrast, presumably lack such a "feel" and therefore make analogous guesses that tum out to be uninspired. One
of the characteristics of historiography is its "inevitable subjectivity ."64 Thus, to portray ad hominem arguments as always and
everywhere inevitably fallacious is, in itself, a gross logical
error. While, of itself, ad hominem analysis cannot be used to
discredit a writer's argument or evidence, it can certainly alert us
to cases where caution should be exercised, to instances where
we should be especially alert. Peter Novick explains this well:

61 For human factors in mathematical logic, see William Barrett,
The Illusion of Technique: A Search for Meaning in a Technological
Civilization (Garden City. NY: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1979),3-117.
62 J. Maxwell Miller, " Reading the Bible Historically : The
Historian's Approach," in Steven L. McKenzie and Stephen R. Haynes,
eds .• To Each Its Own Meaning: An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and
Their Application (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox. 1993), 12.
63 Michael Stanford, The Nature of Historical Knowledge (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1986),22.
64 Ibid., 2.
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The impersonal ethos of science is based on the
proposition that what sc ience offers is "public knowledge," subject to critical examination by the scientific
community. The "replicable experiment" is the prime
example of thi s characteristic of science .... The assimilation of historical knowledge to this model was ... a
key move in the establishment of objective, scientific
history. On this assumption, ad hominem arguments are
surely an irrelevancy , and should be scornfully dismissed.
But are the characteristic products of historians like
this? The historian has seen, at first hand , a great mass
of evidence, often unpublished. and difficult of access.
The hi storian develops an interpretation of this evidence
based on years of immersion in the material-together,
of course, with the perceptual apparatus and assumptions
he or she brings to it. Hi storians employ devices, the
footnote being the most obvious example, to attain for
their work somethi ng resembling "replicability," but the
resemblance is not all that close.
Most historical writing is, at best, "semipublic."
... The hi storian is less like the author of a logical
demonstration. though he or she is that in part; more like
a witness to what has been found on a voyage of discovery. And arguments which are illegitimate when
addressed to the author of a transparentl y follow able
sy llogism are quite appropriate in the case of a witness. 65
Samuel Butler's warning is apt: "Though God cannot alter
the past," he reflected. "historians can."66 One standard book on
logi c and scient ific methodology acknowledges that "the individual motives of a writer are altogether irrelevant in determining
the logical force of hi s argument, that is, whether certain
premises are or are not sufficien t to demonstrate a certain conclusion." But the same book proceeds to point out that "certain
motives weaken our competence and our readiness to observe
6S Novick. That Noble Dream, 219-20. Again. I thank Louis
Midgley for reminding me of Novick's discussion.
06 Samuel Butler, Erewholl Rell;siled (London: Richards. 1901). ch.
14.
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certain facts or to state them fairly . Hence, the existence of such
motives, if such existence can be proved in any given case, is
relevant to determine the credibility of a witness."67 And the
potential existence of such factors is relevant in the particular
case of New Approaches , since, here as elsewhere, prejudices
and desires can cloud one's judgment. Excessive eagerness, for
example, can blunt one's discrimination .

Although the justification of a proposi tion is independent of our passions, the formati on of belief is not.
Desire is very influential. If we desire to believe something, we will probably be disposed to believe with less
evidence than if we did not desire to believe it. Similarly,
if we desire to believe that something is not the case, we
will probably be di sposed to this belief with less evidence than if we had no such desire. 68
Nobody is exempt from such temptations, of course. But
consider the case of the editor of New Approaches, as he is
desc ribed in the confessions of the notorious forger and murderer Mark Hofmann: "One thing about Metcalfe is he's always
interested in these little hidden rumors or truths or whatever.
And I noticed I cou ld throw out a little thing to whet his appetite
and he would always be after me for more and more information. So I would just make it up as we went along."69 Hofmann
evidently invented the whole Oliver Cowdery history over a
hamburger at a fast food joint, and "he told Brent Metcalfe that it
ex isted because it excited Brent. "7o " As intriguing as the
Cowdery history was," however, "Brent Metca lfe was even
more excited by Hofmann 's apparent di scovery of some of the
missing 116 pages of the Book of Mormon manuscript"- which
allegedly linked the (supposed ly fi ctional) prophet Lehi with
67 Morris R. Cohen and Ernest Nagel, An Introduction to Logic and
Scientific Method (New York: Harcourt & Brace, 1934), 180.
68 Paul Hedengren, In Defense of Faith: Assessing Arguments
against Latter-day Saint Belief(Provo: Bradford and Wilson. 1985),22-23.
69 Mark Hofmann Interviews, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Office of Salt
Lake County Attorney, 1987), 2:454; compare the similar language at
2:456. I have corrected a couple of obvious spelling errors; cf. Royal
Skousen, page 136. in this volume.
70 Mark Hofmann Interviews. SS- 14; compare the similar language
at 2:456. For the story of the Cowdery history, see Sillitoe and Roberts,
Salamander, 295-96.
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nineteenth-century money-digging.?1 As for the famous "salamander leiter," Hofmann remarked that "People read into it what
they want or get out of it what they want. I know that really
turned on Brent Metcalfe, for example."72 An associate of
Steven Christensen reported that, in or just before 1985,
"Metcalfe told him about the salamander letter with glee and an
expectation that [h is] faith would be shaken."73 Similarly, the
widely respected non-Mormon historian Jan Shipps recalls Mr.
Metcalfe's eager desire to use the salamander letter "to impugn
the LDS foundation story" and "[call] the integrity of the prophet
into question." (He was not, it seems, merely a dispass ionate
investigator.) Or consider Professor Shipps's comment that Mr.
Metcalfe's "interpretations of the data in the historical record
were generally very wide of the mark" owing to his lack of academic training, alrhough he was nonetheless "clearly intoxicated
... with the idea that he possessed knowledge that wou ld alter
the world's understanding of the beginnings of Mormonism."74
Intoxication is hardly an asset to accurate scholarship.
And the re is a further important reason to attend to the personality and character of the historian. One might take as an
illustration a historian researching English Tudor social conditions or Victorian intellectual life. " It is not enough to read the
documents; one must make a mental reconstruction of that sixteenth- or nineteenth-century world. In doing so, one inev itably
brings one's individually acquired cognitive structures to historical understanding."75 As J. Maxwell Miller says,
Basic to modern historiography is the principle of
"analogy." Historians assume, conscious ly or unconsciously, that the past is analogous to the present and that
one human society is analogous to another. Thus a historian's understanding of present reality serves as an
overriding guide for evaluati ng evidence and interpreting
the past, and the cultural patterns of a better-known
71

Sillitoe and Roberts. Salamander, 296
Mark Hofnumn Interviews, 2:44l.
73 Sillitoe and Roberrs. Salamander. 285 .
74 Turley. Victims, 93. Professor Shipps's description of Mr.
Metcalfe's behavior in connection with the salamander letter is fascinating.
and quite revealing. For Mark Hofmann' s low opinion of Mr. Metcalfe as a
historian. see Mark Hofmann Interviews, 2:489-90.
75 Stanford, The Nature of Historical Knowledge, 16.
72
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society may be used as a guide for clarifying those of a
lesser-known society.76

This is perhaps a reasonable principle-and not merely a
modern one, since it also permeates the work of the great fourteenth-century Arab historian Ibn Khaldun. But "the resulting
problems of accuracy, distortion. misunderstanding, omissions,
and so on, are obvious and enormous. "77 Clearly, if there were
no similarities between the historian's society and that which is
the object of his studies. if the latter were ganz anders. he could
never hope to understand it at all. But the opposite and probably
more serious danger is that the historian will assimilate the people he or she is studying too closely to his or her own world of
experience. (Think of those medieval and Renaissance painters
of Europe who dress the Holy Family up as if they were
Venetian grandees and make them flee into an Egypt that looks
remarkably like Flanders or the Swiss Alps.) Thus, for instance,
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century orientalists equated the
Islamic caliphate with the Roman papacy, described classical
Islamic society as "feudal," viewed the rise of Iranian ShI'ism in
terms derived from European theories of race and nationality,
and spoke comfortably of an Islamic "church." Yet none of these
categories is really applicable to Islam, and the theories erected
on the basis of such notions are now generally recognized to be
seriously if not fatally flawed.
Another notable drawback to this "principle of analogy" is
that it can have unhealthy consequences when applied to the
study of religion. It leaves virtually no room for miracles or for
special revelation, which are by definition exceptional, untypical. 78 Thus, for instance, while the Bible depicts a world in
76 Miller. "Reading the Bible Historically," 12. On p. 14, Miller
comments that, "Other than this principle of analogy, ... there is no specific methodology for historical research." This seems to contradict directly
the oft-eltpressed claim of such New Approaches authors as Brem Lee
Metcalfe and Edward H. Ashmen!. Compare Wilfred M. McClay, "Clio in
2013: The Writing and Teaching of History in the Next Twenty Years,"
Academic Questions 7/1 (Winter 1993-94): 24-25; David B. Honey and
Daniel C. Peterson. "Advocacy and Inquiry in the Writing of Lauer-day
Saim History," BYU Studies 31 (Spring 1991): 139-79.
77 Stanford, The Nature of Historical Knowledge, 16.
78 "In dealing with ultimate religious matters, we are dealing with
the eltlraordinary, with maUers much higher and deeper than those we ordinarily contemplate. This much must be admiued by anyone." So Thomas
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which God actively intervenes-in which he rolls back the
waters to enable the Israelites to escape from Pharaoh, appears
to prophets, sends angels to defend Jerusalem against besieging
Assyrians, speaks from burning bushes, writes his law on
tablet s of sto ne, causes ax heads to float, and raises corpses
from the grave-modern Western historians tend not to have had
such experiences.
One of the standard tenets of modern historiography
is that a natural explanation for a given historical phe·
nomenon or event is preferable to an explanation that
involves overt divine intervention. When speculating
about the "actual hi storical events" behind the biblical
account of Israel's past, therefore, what historian s often
do, in effect, is bring the biblical story into line with
reality as we modems perceive it.19
According to the dominant world view of Western moder·
nity , angels probably do not exist at all. And even if they do,
says thi s view, they certainly do not play the role in ordinary
reality that the Bible seems to ascribe to them. Dead people do
not return from the tomb. So a search is launched for a "more
reasonable" explanation of the biblicul events in which angels are
sa id to figure, or in which the dead come back to life-" 'more
reasonable' in the sense that it is more in keeping with our mod·
ern Western perception of reality."HO Accordingly, a plague must
have broken out among the Assyrian troops. Or Jesus' disciples
were simply so overwhelmed by his vivid personality that they
imagined him to have transcended death. In any event, modem
biblical historiography-Rudolf Bultmann might serve as our
model here- reaches almost instinctively for naturalistic coun·
terexplanations. But it is far from obvious that contemporary
Western secularism enjoys pri vileged access to reality. Religious
believers have grounds to question it. And for Latter·day Saints,
to whom the Restoration represents God's program to break the
strangling grip of apostasy on our world, there seems no com-

v. Morris, Our Idea of God: All IlIIroducliofl (0 Philosophical Theology
(Notre Dame and London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991),24.
79 Miller, " Readi ng the Bible Historically." t2.
80 Ibid.
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pelling reason to acquiesce in the theological presuppositions of
the dominant culture. Surely it is legitimate to ask what assumptions undergird a historian's analogical reconstruction of past
reality, and to inquire whether that historian's ideological and
experiential limitations deserve to be universalized and imposed
upon the past.
Books in general. and history books in particular, don't just
happen. They represent human acts. And, as one recent writer
on the nature of historiography has pointed out, "every great
narrative history"-and there seems no real reason 10 limit his
point to narrative-"proceeds from some ruling idea, a controlling center which, like the vanishing point of perspective drawing, pulls everything in the picture into finite relationship with
everything else." Moreover, "this ruling idea is rarely, if ever,
simply deduced or induced from an examination of the components of the picture. Instead, the ruling idea is itself the precondition of there being any coherent picture at all."81 It is the historian himself who brings this ruling idea to his work, at least
partially from outside his work. A case in point is the famous
Outline of History, published by H. G. Wells in 1920.
Relentlessly, page after page, he hammers home the same
themes that drive his novels: the need for a collectivist world
state, the eventual replacement of religion and traditional morality by science. 82 Or one might mention Joseph von HammerPurgstall's path-breaking Geschichte der Assassinen, published
in 1818, which, although its ostensible subject is the history of a
medieval Islamic sect, is really a thinly veiled polemic against
"secret societies" like the Freemasons and the Jesuits. Yet
another famous example is Edward Gibbon's massive eighteenth-century masterpiece, The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire. Written under the unmistakable influence of David
Hume's skepticism and the Deists' rationalism, the whole point
of the work is to illustrate Gibbon's contention that the fall of
Rome represents. simultaneously and almost interchangeably.
"the triumph of barbarism and religion" (i.e., Christianity).
81
McClay, "Clio in 2013," 24-25.
82 For a brief sketch of H. G. Wells. see Hadley Arkes, "The
Displeasure of His Company," National Review 46/1 (24 January 1994):
62-65. The Outline of History made Wells an international intellectual
icon . The famous Turkish leader Kemal Atatiirk, for instance, locked himself in his room, fortified himself with black coffee. and read the two large
volumes through in one sitting.
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While we can now easily identify and adjust for the biases of
Wells and Gibbon and Hammer-Purgstall and a host of lesser
writers. this is not always so simple. And it is especiall y difficult
to do when we encoun ter the more impersonal, less obviously
partisan, historiographical sty le in vogue today. Yet "ruling
ideas" are no less present in contemporary historical writing than
they were in earlier eras. For historians cannot fail to have them.
They are essential before one can even begin to frame the questions that lead to a search for relevant data. Without them, all is
chaos (or, at best, mere chronology). "A barefoot walk through
mountains of evidence generally produces little more than inkstained feet."83 It seems to follow. therefore, since the "ruling
idea" of a given work of historiography is logically prior to that
work of historiography-although it mayor may not be explicitly present in it-that criticism of the work may well require
identification and criticism of the idea as well as of the work
itself. Of course, if a historian is forthright about his or her ideological leanings, personal interests, or agenda, relatively little
additional discussion wi ll be necessary. If, however, there is
reason to suspect that personal interests or biases or agendas are
being concealed, for whatever reason, such issues will loom
large, and it will become important for those who wish to evaluate that historian's work to discover what those factors might
be.
And it seems right and proper to do so, particularly in cases
where historical writin g seeks to influence important beliefs,
practices, or allegiances in our present time. The majority of us
adopt most of our beliefs on the basis of others' authority. "Our
reason is quite satisfied, in nine hundred and ninety-nine cases
out of every thousand of us, if we can find a few arguments that
will do to recite in case our credu lity is criticized by some one
else. Our faith is faith in some one else's faith, and in the greatest matters tbis is most the case."84 Since that is, in fact, the
native human tendency-and, given the various constraints of
mortality, all but inevitable-it is of immense importance to us
that we know whetber those who would guide us on questions
of cosmic importance have secret agendas that, if we knew of
83 McClay , "Clio in 2013:· 25; compare Honey and Peterson,
"Advocacy and Inquiry," 139- 79.
84 James, Pragmatism and Other Essays, 199 ("The Will 10
Believe").
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them, would offend us, or unstated reasons for persuading us to
take a course we might otherwise reject. And, since our generation, perhaps more than any previous one, is acutely aware of
the degree to which historical accounts and philosophical theories and political arguments and theological views are filtered
through the lens of the preconceptions, interests, and goals of
those who construct them-this being the central and most valuable insight of currently fashionable critical theories and the 50called "hermeneutics of suspicion"-it should be obvious that
those preconceptions, interests, and goals demand the closest
examination. To accept the authority of others because of their
(real or imagined) prestige, without understanding what those
others are really about, is a dangerous course. AI-GhazaJi, for
example, knew it to be dangerous and unwise in the twelflhcentury Near East: Of his contemporaries who were bowled over
by Hellenistic philosophy, the most prestigious system of
thought in his day, he wrote,
When such stuff was dinned into their ears, and
struck a responsive chord in their hearts, the heretics in
our times thought that it would be an honour to join the
company of great thinkers for which the renunciation of
their faith would prepare them .... They flattered themselves with the idea that it would do them honour not to
accept even truth uncritically. But they had actually
begun to accept falsehood uncritically. They failed to see
that a change from one kind of intellectual bondage to
another is only a self-deception, a stupidity.85
None of us has the time or the resources to verify the references in every book we read. We have to assume that evidence
is properly evaluated and honestly used. And the need for trust
is even more acute when reference is made to evidence that, by
its nature, we cannot examine for ourselves. For in stance, a cursory survey of the bibliographies of New Approaches discloses,
besides archival sources and private communications and theses
and such materials, at least ten unpublished Sunstone and other
symposium papers and ten additional items described as
"privately circulated." Despite repeated requests, and even
despite offers of trades, Brent Metcalfe has declined to furnish
85

Kamali. AJ-Ghazali's Tahafut al-Falasifah, 2.
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us copies of these items. One is forcibly reminded, again, of the
nonexistent "Oliver Cowdery history," on the basis of which the
future editor of New Approaches once looked forward to a
"more mature" Mormonism: "Metcalfe said he obtained excerpts
oflhe Cowdery history from an individual, whom he declined to
identify , who had read the work and copied portions of it. "86
Any "facls" about the supposed hi story had , therefore, to be
accepted on the basis of trust in Brent Metcalfe, and in his judgment. During an interview with KUER Radio in Salt Lake City
on 17 May 1985, Mr. Metcalfe was asked, "Would you like to
name [yourJ source?" "No," he replied. "All J can say is that it's
an extremely reliable source and I know, personally I know of
no other sources that arc more reliable than this one."87 Later, of
course, police investigators learned that Mr. Metcalfe's source
was Mark Hofmann.
When writers summarize inaccess ible materials for us, or
use them to construct arguments, we are asked, in effect, to trust
their use of things that we ourselves are very unlikely to sec. Are
these documents reliable? Are they accurately understood ?
Competently employed? We cannot directly know. Questions of
an author's agenda, methodology, character, even his temperament, arc entirely relevant in these cases. And, as William J.
Hamblin and others have demonstrated at numerous points in the
preceding reviews, Brent Lee Metcalfe and some of hi s coauthors can not always be reli ed upon to summari ze even publicly available documeOls accurately, or to restate fairly the
arguments of those who disagree with them. 88
To ensure that my own contention here is fairly restated, let
me do it myself: The biases, ideology, interests, agenda, and
even character of a historian are somet imes relevant, and occasionally very relevant, to any full evaluation of that historian 's

,.

White, ··Find Contradicts Mormon Tradition."
Cited by Steven Naifch and Gregory White Smith, rile Mormon
Murders: A True Story o/Greel/, forgery. Deceit, (lnd Death (New York:
New American Library. 1988). 200. On p. 199, they speak of Mr.
Metcalfe·s "irrepressible enthusiasm for secrets." On 13 June 1985, John
Dart of the Los Allgeles Times published an anicle about thc spurious
Cowdery history-based on an interview, arranged for him by Brent
Metcalfe, with the same anonymous bUI "extremely reliable source'· (ibid ..
207-9).
sS The story related by Jerald Tanner in the SaIl Lake City
Messenger 59 (January 1986): 17- 19 may be relevant to this issue.
87
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arguments. However, readers of this issue of the Review will
have discovered that it rarely if ever relies on the argumentlun ad
hominem. In fact, they might amuse themselves by keeping tabs
on the types of mistakes the reviewers do identify. Broadly
speaking, in any kind of argumentation, there are errors of fact
and errors of logic, along with various hybrids in between. A
pair of examples should suffice to make this clear. Thus, all of
the facts or premises of an argument might be false, but the
argument might still be logically valid. as in the following hypothetical case:

Charles de Gaulle was Japanese.
All Japanese are tigers.
Therefore, Charles de Gaulle was a tiger.

If one were to accept these premises, one would be logically
bound to accept the argument's conclusion, as we ll. It is
imperative, therefore, to check whether the purported "facts" are
true. On the other hand, completely accurate information may be
so combined that the argument it forms is invalid. It is true, of
course, that invalid arguments can often result, by sheer chance,
in accurate conclusions. For instance,
Charles de Gaulle was French.
2 + 2 = 4.
Therefore, all French are marrlITIals.89
Usually, though, invalid arguments lead to unsound conclusions. And there are, as the contributors to this volume of the
Review have pointed out, plenty of both in the essays they discuss. To borrow a line from a recent response to a revisionist
book in biblical studies, "The combinat ion of errors of fact and
unsoundness of method is very serious. "90 Something else to
look for: The author of that review says of John Van Seters's
Prologue to History that it "gives great weight to tiny points of
detail-points that could be explained in various ways other than
his-while disregarding masses of cumulative evidence that
89 This example, with the previous one, is taken from Jonathan
Gonnan, Understanding History: An Introduction to Analytical Philosophy
of History (Ottawa: University of Ottawa, 1992),45.
90 Richard Elliot Friedman, "Late for a Very Important Date," review
of John Van Seters, Prologue to History: The Yahwist as His/orian in
Genesis, in Bible Review 9/6 (December 1993): 13.
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point elsewhere. "91 Readers of New Approaches should ask
themselves whether Brent Metcalfe's book is vulnerable to similar criticism. How, to choose a favorite issue of mine, do the
authors of these revisionist essays come to grips with the testimonies of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon?92 I'll give my
impression: They try , once or twice, to brush them aside, but,
basically, they ignore them. This, however, will not do at all.
Not at all. (Mark Twain tried to dismiss the witnesses by
remarking, ironically, that he "could not feel more satisfied and
at rest if the entire Whitmer family had testified." He was no
more successful at disposing of their testimonies than the
authors of New Approaches are, but at least hi s quip was
slightly funlly.)93 Have the authors of these essays come even
close to constructing a comprehensive counterexplanation of the
origins of the Book of Mormon, to replace the one taught by the
prophets and accepted by generations of faithful Saints? Do the
various authors even agree among themselves?
The reviewer of Prologue to History goes on to say that the
book's author " too readily dismisses other scholars' arguments
with remarks such as 'hardly convincing,' 'spurious,' 'rather
st rained ,' 'confused,' 'flawed from the start,' 'argument
becomes quite forced,' 'confuses the issue badly,' and 'a little
desperate.' He does himself a disservice with this kind of strong
pronouncement in the place of direct response."94 Readers of the
Metcalfe essays, too, will want to examine them carefully for
this kind of thing . Certain authors are more prone to be dismissive than others. but some general questions apply to all. Do
they, for instance. really confront the strongest arguments of
those whose position they would refute? Or do they ignore the
more persuasive arguments in order to focus on the weaker
ones? Do they fairly and accurately state those arguments?
Careful readers will want to note the use, in the essays under ex91 Friedman, "Late for a Very Imponant Date," 13.
92 On the witnesses, see such books as Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David
Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Wiflless (Orem: Grandin. 1991); Richard
Lloyd Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake
Ci ty : Deseret Book, 1981), recently reissued in paperback.
93 Mark Twain, Roughing It (New York: New American Library,
1980), 105. It is a measure of her incapacity to deal with the witnesses that
Fawn Brodie employs Twain's shallow witticism in her cursory dismissal of
their testimony. See Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 79.
94 Friedman, "Late for a Very Imponant Date," 16.
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amination, of logical "straw men" that distort the positions of
those who mi ght offer resistance to these "New Approaches,"
Brent Metcalfe' s own concluding chapter in the book offers a
particularly nice example: "Antagonists," he says, trying to claim
the moderate middle ground for himself, " typically condemn
[Joseph] Smith as a slavish plagiarist. while apologists exonerate him as an in spired marionette .... I accept neither of these
reductionist portrayals."95 Neither, of course, does any thinking
Latter-day Saint. 96
One of the purposes of the reviews gathered here is to help
readers come to a decision about such questions. Readers need
to decide whether the arguments presented in New Approaches
oblige them to jettison belief in the Book of Mormon as a hi storical record, or even to surrender belief in God.

A Fissure Runs Through It
The 1993- 1994 Signature catalog, advertising Brent
Metcalfe's book, features a statement from the Associated Press
announcing that the contributors to New Approaches "consider
the Book of Mormon scripture" although they doubt or deny its
antiquity. This, however, is not entirely true . There is a fundamental disagreement among the writers of New Approaches:
One of them isn '( even a Latter-day Saint at all , hav in g had his
name re moved from the records of the Church well over a
decade ago, and he presumably fee ls himself in no way bound
by the moral and theological teachin gs of the Book of
Mormon.91 But even among those whose names remain on the
membership rolls, there is disagreement. While some of them affirm belief in God and in the "inspired" character of the Book of
Mormon (Anthony Hutchinson and David P. Wright come immedia tel y to mind), others, such as Brent Metcalfe himself,
seem to deny not only the inspiration and authority of the book

95 Metcalfe, New Approaches, 434.
96 See the commen ts of Stephen E. Robinson, in his review of
Vogel. ed., The Word of God, 316-17, on that book's similar use of the
technique.
97 See Peterson, "Questions to Legal Answers," JOlxix-x l.

TEXT AND CONTEXT,

PETERSON

555

but the very existence of God.98 This is a fundamentally important iss ue. It is a chasm that is impossible to bridge.
I am inclined to think, while I strongly disagree with it, that
the agnostics have taken the more consistent approach. And I
have lots of company. Fundamen talist anti-Mormons, for example, seem to see the issue more clearly than many more sophisticated writers. Thus, the "Concerned Christians and Former
Mormons" of Whittier, California, quite straightforwardly
declare that, " If Joseph was the author, (which we believe
he was), and he stated that he was the translator by divine
authority ... he lied!"99 "By undermining the claim for the
Book of Mormon's historicity," Bill McKeever observes of the
contributors to New Approaches. " these writers reduce Joseph
Smith to nothing more than a 19th century author of a fictional
yarn. If there were no Nephites, there were no gold plates. If
there were no gold pl ates, there was nothing for Smith to translate .... To conclude that the Book of Morm on is not an ancient
record is to admit Joseph Smith was nothing less than a Jiar." loo
But New Approaches never really deals with this issue. As
an early, and genera lly fa vorable, review of the book noted ,
"several au thors pay lip service to the intactness of Joseph
Smith's prophetic vision," but they "studiously avoid ... examining the hole left in a belief system by redefining a central spiritual event-for example, the Mormon belief in the resurrected
Christ's visit to this continent-as only a metaphor. "IOI

98 As described in Anderson. "Scholars Doubt Book of Mormon's
Antiquity," Metcalfe implicitly compares writing on Mormonism to modern
scholarly study of Greek mythology and ancient Egyptian religion.
99 Concemed Christians and Former Momw".~ New.deUer (December
1993): 5: exotic emphasis and punctuation in the original. Compare
Concerned Christians and Former Mormons Newsle ffer (August 1993): 1.
Both items. by Ihe way, unwittingly provide fascinating glimpses of the
way fundamental ist Protestant anti-Mormons often fail to grasp, or even to
read , the major arguments of those whose faith they assault.
100 McKeever, "Questioning Joseph Smith's Role," 4. Compare
Anderson, "Scholars Doubt Book of Mormon 's Anliquity": "For {William
Hamblin. as for other believing Monnon scholars who [sic] Metcalfe labels
"apologists," Smith's prophetic mantle and The Book of Mormon's histori·
cal authenticity are inextricably linked. Metcalfe seems to agree, but draws
the opposite conclusion."
rOl Paul Swenson. "Utah under Cover," Salt Lake Tribune (30 May
1993).
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Why does it matter? The contemporary philosopher Robert
M. Adams speaks usefully of what he terms a " nonnatural fael."
As he defines it, this is something "which does not consi st simply in any fact or complex of facts which can be stated entirely in
the languages of physics, chemistry, biology, and human psyc holog y."102 (To which John Hick, another very promine nt
contemporary thinker, responds that "we should ... add to the
naturalistic languages that of soc iology.") 103 I would guess that
most serious theistic thinkers are concerned to maintain the presence of "nonnatural facts" in explanations of religion and religious experi ence. And with good reason. If revelation and
prophet hood were red ucible to purely naturalistic terms, with no
residue remaining, they would seem to provide little if any reason to affirm the existence of God, let alone hi s active intervention-whether by incarnation, in spiration, or miracles-i n the
real world. Thi s is, it seems to me, the major problem with a
nineteenth-century fictional Book of Mormon . I04
Yet the authors of the essays in New Approaches frequently
use religious lan guage, sometimes with obvious si ncerity and
someti mes without. But does it mean much? I think not. Dan
Vogel and Brent Metcalfe 's public med itation s about the relationship of the human and the divine in revelation, for instance,
seem distinctly disingenuous in view of the fact that-although
their published writings are silent on this quest ion-at least one
of the m disbelieves in God.IO S And what , given this agnosti cism, are we to make of their proposal of "prophetic eclecticism"
as a model to make sense of Joseph Smith? This rather fuzzy
concept "allows," they say, "for the dynamic, in spired, or creative exchange between a prophet and his cultural environment."
102 Robert M. Adams, The Virtue 0/ Faith and Other Essays in
Philosophical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 105.
103 John Hick, Disputed Quel'(ions in Theology arid the Philosophy
a/Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993). 15.
104 And. si nce the naturalizing authors of New Approaches take a parallel approach to the Bible, it is the major problem for fundamentalist anliMormons who would use Brent Metcalfe's book as a weapon against LaUerday Saints. This sword has two edges. In order to so dismiss the Book of
Mormon, they must admi t the validity of a set of secular presuppositions,
acceptance of which also necessari ly undermines the authenticity of many
events described in the Bible-Illost importantly of the incarnation and resurrection of Christ.
105 See "Editor' s Introduction," in Vogel, The Word o/God, vi ii-ix;
Vogel and Metcalfe, "Joseph Smith 's Scriptural Cosmology," 187.
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But if there is no God , if the material universe is a fully closed
system where the environment is all there is, just what do Vogel
and Metcalfe mean by "inspiration"? What is a "prophet" or a
"charismatic seer" or "an imagin at ive prophetic author" or a
"prophetic utterance" on such a nonthei stic view?l06 Certai nly,
in Vogel and Metcalfe's usage, these terms do not mean what
they have meant for generations of faithful Latter-day Saints.
(Though their new definitions are never explained.)107 And
what could an atheist or agnostic possibly mean by "a more honest faith" or by "fresh .. spiritual vistas"?J08 A "myth"?
"Something that was never true and always will be"? Professor
Stephen E. Robinson commented on the same sort of thing
when it appeared in an earlier Signature publication: "Several of
the authors in The Word olGod," he wrote in 1991,
cannot seem to tolerate the suggestion that religious
claims should be taken literall y or objectively . . . .
[Instead,] the y insist that religious proposition s cannot
describe the empirical world, and invite the Latter-day
Saints to move their propositions to some other world,
the world of make believe. over the rainbow , nevernever land, the realm of ideal forms. Yes, Virginia, there
is a Santa Claus-but not in the real, empirical world!
Only as a set of propositions about an entirely separate
and purely hypothetical reality, a fantasy land invented

106 Anderson, "Scholars Doubt Book of Monnon's Antiquity," quotes
Metcalfe as saying, "You're asking the wrong person if you want the answer
to if [Smith's] a prophet in the religious sense." Indeed. For their use of
suc h term s, see Vogel and Me tca lfe, " Joseph Smith's Scriptural
Cosmology," 21 1; Brent Lee Metcalfe, ''The Priority of Mosiah: A Prelude
to Book of Mormon Exegesis," in Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches, 434.
t 07 That terminological slipperiness can play havoc with logical
argu ment is amusingly illustrated by a hypothetical answer to the question,
Why are fire engines red? ''They have four wheels and ei ght men; fou r plus
eight is twelve; twelve inc hes make a ruler; a ruler is Queen Elizabeth;
Queen Elizabeth sails the seven seas; the seven seas have fi sh; the fi sh have
fin s; the Finns hate the Russians; the Russians are red ; fire engines are always rushin'; so they're red." (D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies [Grand
Rapids; Baker, 19841,91; compare Daniel C. Peterson and Stephen D.
Ric ks, Offenders for a Word: How Anti-Mormons Play Wo rd Games to
Altack the Latter-day SoilZfs [Salt Lake City: Aspen, 19921,55-62_)
108 Vogel and Metcalfe, "Joseph Smith's Scriptural Cosmology,"
2 12; Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches, ix.
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by poets and dreamers, can religion be tolerated by
empiricism and the naturalistic method. 109

It appears that this is the "more mature belief' to which we
are summoned. "The result in general," as E. Michael Jones puts
it in a different but not unrelated context, "is the religious
equivalent of inflation; there's lots of religious currency out
there, but it isn't worth anything." 11O Tbose who accept this
view will find their faith eloquently summarized in the words of
poet Wallace Stevens: "We believe without belief, beyond
belief." But the real meaning of this new religion will be little if
anything more than the venerable religion of materialism: "The
physical world is meaningless tonight I And there is no
other."!!!
But if the religious language used by non theists such as
Metcalfe and Vogel carries on ly metaphorical, or sociological,
import, how can the theistic writers in New Approaches make
common cause with them? John Hick, one of the most prominent philosophers of religion in the English-speaking world, has
some very important things to say about this issue. "The premiss
[sic], either open or concealed, that lies behind the non-realist
understandings of religion is," says Professor Hick, "the naturalistic conviction-or indeed faith-that the realm of material
things and living organisms, including the human organism with
its immensely complex brain, is the only realm there is~ and that
God exists on ly as an idea in the human mindlbrain-in mente
but not;n re."!!2 What are the implications of such a stance?
The cosmic optimism of the great world faiths depends upon a realist interpretation of their language. For
it is only if this universe is the creation or expression of
an ultimate overarching benign reality, and is such that
the spiritual project of our existence continues in some
form beyond this present life, that it is possible to expect
a fulfilment that can justify the immense pain and travail
109 Robinson, review of Vogel, ed ., The Word of God, 317.
I 10 Jones, Degenerate Modems, 125.
III Wallace Stevens, The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens (New
York: Knopf, 1961),336,337.
112 Hick, Disputed Questions, 7. "Premiss" is a legitimate alternative
spelling of "premise." See Alex C. Michalos, Principles of Logic
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1969),63.
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of the journey, If, on the contrary. such notions as God,
Brahman, Dhannakaya, rebirth, eternal life, are figments
of our imaginations, we must face the grim fact that the
marvellous human spiritual potential will only be fulfilled
to the very fragmentary extent that it is in fact fulfilled in
this world-none at all in some, a little in most of us,
and a great deal in a very few . Thus a non-reali st interpretation of religion inevitably entails a profound pessimism. From the point of view of a fortunate few it
constitutes good news, but from the point of view of the
human race as a whole it comes as profoundly bad
news. I 13
It is, of course, thoroughly conceivable that the world might
be utterly meaningless and indifferent, that it might offer neither
comfort nor sympathy, neither hope nor permanence, It is logica lly possible that "our lives are but our marches to our
graves," I 14 It is not beyond imagination that life is merely "a
walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour
upon the stage and then is heard no more," "a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury. signify ing nothing. "115 Wishing the
cosmos were purposive and meaningful would not make it so. I
do not think, however, that we are obligated by either logic or
the available evidence to adopt such nolions. (It was Macbeth's
guilt and his well-earned sense of inexorable, impending doom
that evoked his bitter outburst on the emptiness of life.) 116 But
even those who are inclined to do so should be aware of precisely what is al stake . And "people who tend to think that a
vaingloriou s conversion to unoriginal heresy would be an indication of intelligence and good sense," as al-Ghazal1 called
them, I I? need to know the intellectual destination to which their
chosen path lead s. Again, John Hick spells out clearly the consequences of accepting the irreligious world view:

The non-realist faith starts from and returns to the
naturalistic conception that we are simply complex animals who live and die, the circumstances of our lives
113
114
I 15
I 16
117

Hick , Disputed Questions, 12- 13.
John Fletcher, The Humorou~' LieulenGmlll.v.
William Shakespeare, Macbeth, aCI 5, scene 5, lines 24-28.
Compare Moroni 10:22: also Mormon 2: 13- 14.
Kamali, A/·Ghaw/i's Taiw/Ill al-Falasi/ah, 3.
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happening to be fortunate for some and unfortunate for
others. Probably half or more of the children who have
been born throughout human history and pre-history
have died in infancy, their potentialities almost entirely
undeveloped. Of those who have survived to adulthood,
great numbers have lived under oppression or in slavery,
or have experienced many other forms of suffering.
including anxious fear of starvation or of slaughter by
enemies. And amidst these harsh pressures the human
potential, of which we glimpse aspects in the saints.
artists. thinkers and creative leaders, has only been able
to make a very small beginning towards its fulfillment in
the majority of human lives. If the naturalistic vision is
correct, that p()(entiality can never be fulfilled in the great
majority, for at death they have ceased to exist And it
would be Utopian to expect that our situation on this
earth is about to become radically different Thus the
non-realist forms of religion, presupposing this naturalistic interpretation of the human situation, abandon hope
for humankind as a whole.118
To put it mildly, this is not a very cheering prospect. What
comfort does it give to the parents of a dying child? None. What
good word does it speak to someone trapped in incurable, debilitating disease? Again, none. How can it hearten us in the face of
the fact that the wicked and the tyrannical often prosper, while
the humble and good oflen fall victims to oppression and injustice? It can't. "Without religion, which implies a continuous
future, who can escape the grim knowledge that human existence is birth, life and loss, death and oblivion?"119 Nobody.
And draping this depressing picture in religious metaphors helps
nothing. At least Bertrand Russell faced the implications of his
atheism without sentimentality:
That Man is the product of causes which had no
prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin,
his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his
lIS Hick, Disputed Quesljons, 13.
119 Joseph Epstein. "c. P. Cavafy, a Poet in History," The New
Criterion 1215 (January 1994): 21. Epstein contends that "Homosexuals,
having no children. who are the key agency of futurity, get this sad news
first."
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beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of
atoms; that no fire , no heroism, no intensity of thought
and feeling , can preserve an individual life beyond the
grave; that all the labours of the ages, all the devotion , all
the in spiration, all the noonday brightness of human
geniu s, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the
solar system, and that the whole temple of Man 's
achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris
of a universe in ruins-all these things, if not quite
beyond di spute. are yet so nearly certain, that no philosophy that rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the
sca ffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation
of unyielding despair, can the soul' s habitation henceforth be safe ly builLI20
Russell was, I am convinced, far too confident in his hopelessness. There are rational reasons for belief that the universe is
meaningful , that life is good and purposeful. Those reasons
include the religious experiences of humankind , within and
without The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. (I
number among these the stories of scripture.) If such experiences are accorded the status of "nonnatural facls," if they are
not reduced to soc ioeconomic adjustments, abnormal psychology, and the biochemistry of the brain, they provide grounds for
reli gious faith. And religious faith, as William James famou sly
put iI , "says thaI Ihe best things are the most eternal things, ...
the things in the universe that throw the last stone , so to speak,
and say the fmal word ." 121
I would feel much better about New Approaches if it had
recognized the huge gulf separating theists from atheists. The
stakes are very high here. It will not do to claim, as the 19931994 Signature catalog does, that critics of the company 's dominant ideology are simply "antagonistic . . . lOward new
ideas." 122 I would feel bener if Ihe thei stic authors in the book
120 Bertrand Russell. Mysticism and Logic (London: Allen & Unwin.
191 8/,47-48.
21 Jam es, Pragmatism and Other Essays, 210; compare Hick ,
Disputed Questions, 13. The quotation . again, is from "The Will 10
Believe."
122 Compare the striki ngly similar response of certain lefti st academics to their critics, as described in Parks, review of Graff. Beyond the
Culture Wars. 94.
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had not trained all their fire on their fellow-theists in the Latterday Saint community, thereby helping to further the projects of
olhers who are hostile to their own most important beliefs. I
would have felt better about their participation in the book if they
had devoted at least some little attention to the question of why
or how, given their view of the origins of the Book of Mormon,
we can still believe that it somehow manifests or attests to the
divine. I do not think, frankly, that they can make the case. But I
am struck by their singular failure even to try.
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